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Two micro-technicians have an idea — 
and Pucky drives robots into a frenzy... 


Kurt Brand 


It is the year 2113 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans, not quite 150 years 
have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket — the 
prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms, this was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. Of course the men of Sol 
had important assistance to aid their task — if we only consider the 
Arkonide Khrest, the energy being on Wanderer, Atlan, Harno, the Swoons, 
and Pucky the mousebeaver! — yet this task could never have been 
accomplished without the selfless, self-sacrificing help of all who carried in 
their hearts a longing for the stars. 


The intercosmic void between the galaxies has brought a new threat which 
now confronts all responsible leaders with an almost insurmountable 
problem: how to combat an aggressor whose spaceships are almost 
indestructible ? 


The first clues to this burning problem have already been discovered by the 
robotics experts, and even the Posbis’ “Blitzkrieg Galactica” has been 
halted by a ruse at the last moment when the central worlds of Arkon were 
threatened by a wave of destruction. 


Yet all peoples of the galaxy, regardless of form, color or grade of 
intelligence, are still faced as before with a PERIL UNLIMITED ... 
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A COSMIC “DOUBLE” PLAY TO END THEM ALL!!! 


Perry Rhodan — The First Administrator plays “winner take all” with the 
galaxy! 


Atlan — the Arkon Imperator foresees his final hour. 

Reginald Bell — Rhodan’s 2nd-in-command and closest friend. 

Van Moders — The robotics expert takes a second chance with death. 
Kule-Tats — The Ara scientist’s theory haunts Van Moders. 

Pucky — The mousebeaver sows “dragon seeds” among the robots. 
Oligo and Petid — Two little Swoons who turn the tide. 

Jefe Claudrin — Cmdr of the THEODORICH. 

John Marshall — Chief of the Mutant Corps. 


Tako Kakuta, Ras Tschubai and Wuriu Sengu — The mutants return to 
Frago. 


Marshal Julian Tifflor — Solar ambassador to Arkon I. 

Marshal Deringhouse — Solar defense chief. 

Alan D. Mercant — Chief of Solar Intelligence and acting defense marshal. 
Oolris — Akon chief delegate. 

Sentoon — An Akon scientist. 

Homer — Financial genius of the Solar Empire. 

Capt. Brazo Alkher — Chief weapons officer of the THEODORICH. 
Hendrik Cornis — Cmdr of special Terran fleet. 

Macon — Chief engineer on Arkon III. 


Prof. Indrha and Dr. Ilertissen — Terran scientists. 


THE THIN THREAD OF TRUCE 


The calendar clock of the THEODORICH registered August 2, 2113. By 
standard time, applicable to the Solar Empire and the Arkonide Imperium, 
it was 16:48. Two hours before this, Perry Rhodan had gone over to the 
Posbi fragment ship with robotics expert Van Moders and the Ara 
biologist, Kule-Tats. 


Eight hours prior to this, the battle between the united fleets and the Posbi 
invaders had ceased — for the time being. All fragment ships in star cluster 
M-13 had become inactive simultaneously. They had not only ceased firing 
but had also broken off their attack flights. Although still under protection 
of their relativity fields, adjusted to “real” time, at this historical moment 
they hovered motionlessly, widely strewn out among the stars of Arkon. 
The only exception was the fragment ship that Rhodan had boarded. Its 
defense screen, which could be adjusted 10 hours into the future, had 
turned off automatically when teleporter Tako Kakuta opened the main 
airlock. 


On board the THEODORICH, Reginald Bell was totally occupied with 
hypercom communications. Through a master hookup he was tied in to all 
ships of the united fleets. He continued to make it emphatically clear to all 
commanders that they were not to attack the Posbi ships under any 
circumstances. The truce, which had literally been forced at the last minute, 
was supposed to develop now into a peaceful agreement with the robot race 
from the intercosmos. Thus, Bell also spoke to the communication centers 
of the Galactic Traders as well as to the Mounder war fleets and all 
surviving colonial worlds of the Greater Imperium. He gave all of them the 
same instructions that he had given to the united fleet commanders. 


For hours he had been performing three tasks almost simultaneously. While 
giving commands and instructions over the hypercom network, he also 
monitored all important incoming dispatches and received telecom reports 
that told him what was happening on board the captured fragment ship. The 
Epsalian, Jefe Claudrin, frequently visited the com central and was 
continuously amazed at Bell’s expert handling of the situation. 


By the time Perry Rhodan returned from the Posbi vessel, slightly before 
17:00, Bell had cleared up most of the top priority items and was back in 


the main control central. He was ready to take a break as he looked up at 
Perry. The past few strenuous days had left their mark on _ the 
Administrator’s face, but in spite of this he seemed fresher than his red- 
haired friend. 


“T guess we can relax for the moment, Bell,” he said, “but we shouldn’t rest 
on our laurels. The fate of the galaxy is hanging on some very skimpy 
threads. ’m also uneasy about our communication setup with the Posbi 
center in the intercosmos both the hypercom method and our parapsychic 
contact. I’m afraid that we and the robots could either miss a main point or 
be at cross-purposes with each other. What keeps me on edge is the thought 
that a single false symbol phrase or some other misinterpretation could start 
the attacks again.” 


Bell took a deep breath to suppress his own edginess. “Haven’t our two 
experts come up with anything on that Posbi ship?” 


“Nothing of any importance. The plasma brain in the domes won’t allow 
much investigation. Such a large mass of bio-material is very strongly 
telepathic. How much of our thoughts it can understand is a moot point at 
present. That’s why we can’t do too much in the transformation-beam 
center to get at the secret of the weapon.” 


“Perry, am I wrong or are you dissatisfied with the results of the 
experiment? Haven’t we achieved more with it than we dared to hope for?” 


Rhodan shook his head. “We haven’t achieved enough. If we only knew 
what the bio-material means by the true life from! No expert yet has given 
me a clear explanation of why the Posbis are so in love with everything 
mechanical. But for the moment it’s useless to waste any more words on 
the subject. How is the evacuation going for the planets in the potential 
attack zones?” 


“All in high gear and right according to plan. The Mounders are lending a 
hand with it, and I didn’t even have to ask them. Atlan has pulled back the 
fleet forces about a light year or so. He’s grouping them according to the 
situation.” 


Rhodan nodded. “We’re flying back to Earth on the TOKIO. The 
THEODORICH has to remain here, as well as the telepaths. I’ve already 
briefed John Marshall also Jefe Claudrin. It’s time, Bell.” 


When they arrived at the Akon transmitter station, the equipment was 
already in operation. They were to transfer by this means to the TOKIO. 


A few minutes after they had crossed over, the State-class cruiser set a 
course for Terra and began to accelerate in preparation for its entry into 


semi-space. 


One day later, all interstellar transmitters of the Solar Empire and those of 
the Arkon Imperium interrupted their programs to broadcast an important 
message from Terrania. The First Administrator could be seen and heard on 
billions of viewscreens. 


Perry Rhodan spoke to the inhabitants of the galaxy concerning the 
fragment ships and the race of robots from the intercosmos. He concealed 
nothing from them. He explained that the Posbis were semi-organic 
machine creatures with a marked instinct for learning. He told them about 
the plasma commanders on the fragment ships and their parapsychic 
faculties, and about the theory of the experts which maintained that such 
concentrated masses of bio-material could demonstrate intelligence. 


Unemotionally he depicted the danger in its full magnitude. As an example 
of the military inferiority of galactic fighting forces he did not hesitate to 
cite statistical comparisons between the Posbi fleet and the united war 
fleets. The simplest listener could now perceive what kind of enemy had 
emerged from the starless void between the galaxies and penetrated the 
Milky Way. 

“We do not know what will happen from one hour to the next,” he 
continued. “For this reason we must take precautions to remove everyone 
from danger where possible. But without support from all of you the 
governments of the Solar Empire and the Greater Imperium are powerless. 
Therefore, in the Imperator’s name and my own as First Administrator, I 
call upon every ship owner to report in with your vessel or fleets, so that 
the main evacuations can be started. 


“Help is needed immediately, and with no self-interests involved. There is 
a state of emergency in the galaxy. Everyone who is able to help should be 
reminded that the united battle fleets are not capable of driving 500 
fragment ships out of the Milky Way, much less destroying them. I have 
nothing more to say.” 


His appeal was not in vain. 


Five hours later, Arkon I announced the first provisional results. After 
Rhodan’s illuminating speech and his call for help, another 50000 ship 
owners had responded, and some of their fleets were already busy 
transporting millions of people from threatened colonial planets into 
relative safety. The greatest rescue operation in the history of the galaxy 


had begun. 


In Terrania there was one strategy meeting after another as weapon 
technicians went into full activity. The remains of partially destroyed 
fragment ships were brought to Earth. It was hoped that by a stroke of luck 
somebody might discover the machinery that generated the transformation 
beams. The Arkonide and Terran ships had no comparable weapon. 


Using the transformation beam, the Posbis could deliver a 1000-gigaton 
atomic bomb at the speed of light. The beam dematerialized the bomb prior 
to its flight and rematerialized it close to the target. Usually such a massive 
energy release was sufficient to even break down the powerful defense 
screens of the 1500-meter super battleships. 


It had already been referred to as the ultimate weapon, but Rhodan did not 
agree with this designation. He argued that every new weapon was soon 
succeeded by a counterweapon. But the Terrans still did not know how 
these semi-biological robots had accomplished the tremendous feat of first 
dematerializing and then rematerializing the bombs at their targets. 


Perry Rhodan didn’t even show any disappointment when the weapons 
research chief was forced to turn in a negative report. On the other hand 
there was an astonishing development in another area. The Swoon section 
had reported the construction of an unusual device. The person in charge 
considered it important enough to send the information directly to the 
Administrator. 


When Rhodan read it he immediately requested a demonstration of one of 
the devices. At the same time he ascertained that the two Swoon inventors, 
Oligo and Petid, would be there to explain it to him. 


The Swoons were considered to be the best micro-technicians in the 
universe. They were descendants of a large group who had left their home 
world of Swoofon, 192 light years from Earth, and placed their skills at the 
service of Perry Rhodan many decades ago. Being only about one foot tall 
and very thin, their form was by no means humanoid. In outward 
appearance they reminded one of a cucumber with a pair of tiny feet. But 
they possessed four arms that extended into exceedingly dexterous hands. 


By voluntarily adjusting the focus of their eye lenses, the “cucumber 
people” were able to convert their visual organs into high-powered 
microscopes. With this capability and their unusually deft little hands, 
combined with an inborn instinct for technology, they were unequalled as 
designers and fabricators of high-performance micro-devices. 


At the appointed time, Rhodan went to the room in the physics department 


where he had requested Oligo and Petid to come with their invention. The 
two cucumber men were seated on a transformer 4 inches high, which was 
located on a plastic work bench that ran along the wall. Most of the 
apparatuses around them were twice their size. When Rhodan came in they 
stood up. The physicists and biologists who were present greeted him and 
then turned their attention to the Swoons. 


In Oligo’s lower right hand was a device measuring one centimeter in 
length. Rhodan’s friendly gaze encouraged him to speak. “Sir, this is a 
device for generating cell oscillations. The output amplitude of each 
individual frequency can be regulated, but that’s not the main feature of it. 
For the first time we are now able to generate the cell frequencies which are 
characteristic of the Laurins.” 


There was a commotion among the physicists and biologists. The two 
Swoons noticed Rhodan’s smirk of amusement, but when he turned to the 
agitated scientists he was suddenly serious and objective. 


“Gentlemen, do you question Oligo’s statement?” he asked. 


Eight men attempted to speak all at once. Professor Indrha was finally 
heard. 


“Sir, that is ridiculous! The Swoons may assert many things, but we have 
no way of testing them. What in the world would we know about the 
Invisibles? Even less than we do of the Posbis!” 


“That was true, Rhodan admitted. “You would be correct even now if 
Imperator Gonozal had not added to our knowledge. During his battle with 
the teardrop ships of the Laurins he conducted some very informative 
research.” 


“During the battle!?” cried the aging professor. He shook his head 
dubiously. 


Rhodan did not hold the secluded expert’s disbelief against him. Not only 
had Indrha never experienced interstellar space flight, but he also couldn’t 
imagine that the larger warships were first-class research laboratories. 


“Naturally during the battle, professor. Measurements of the cell 
emanations of individual Laurins were registered. Of course there was 
comparatively little time for this due to the hectic course of events. 
Nevertheless, the results were astonishing.” He turned to Oligo and Petid. 
“Do you have the latest data here?” 


“Yes sir,” answered Petid. With his upper right hand he pointed to a thin 
stack of foil strips. 


Within a half hour the micro-device, or cell oscillator, was set up for testing 
by the 8 dubious scientists. Three hours later, Perry Rhodan lifted two 
proud and happily excited Swoons from the test bench and thanked them 
for their work. 


Professor Indrha’s evaluation consisted of one word: “incredible!” 


Dr. Ilertissen still had a question on his mind. “Sir, why have you ordered 
that these Laurin cell-oscillators should go into mass production for 
immediate use?” 


Rhodan’s gray eyes reflected a deadly earnestness. “Have you forgotten the 
Posbis? Have you forgotten that the Laurins and Posbis have probably been 
deadly enemies for ages? Have you forgotten that the galaxy is threatened 
by the presence of 500 fragment ships? If the conflict should flare up again, 
we might just send a fleet of robot ships to the outer perimeter of the battle 
zone ships with hundreds of these Laurin cell-oscillators on board. Each 
device set at maximum output, as decoys for the Posbis to divert them from 
our ships and make them think that their deadly enemies, the Laurins, are 
manning the robot ships.” 


Professor Indrha was moved to express himself in a different tone. 
“Considering the fantastic range of these micro-devices, I’m positive that 
the Posbis will hurl themselves at our decoys with everything they have.” 


“Yes,” said Rhodan, “but these Laurin oscillators are still not the means of 
destroying the fragment ships. Basically they are nothing more than straws 
to grasp at while we are drowning. Good evening, gentlemen.” 


* 


In his private office he encountered Reginald Bell. 


“Perry, the Arkon Supreme Council has contacted us. A delegation is on its 
way here with full authority to make a treaty. Atlan has authorized Tiff to 
act in his name. . .” 

“Please!” Rhodan interrupted. “One item at a time, Bell!” 

The latter paced the floor restlessly. “The Blue System is prepared to enter 
into an alliance based on an equal partnership. I made three calls to Sphinx 
to verify that I had heard them correctly. There’s no mistake, Perry.” When 
Rhodan registered neither surprise nor enthusiasm, Bell was startled. “Do 
you trust the Akons even less than I do?” he asked. 


Rhodan shook his head. “No, but I’m not satisfied with what the Akons are 
offering. What do they mean by equal partnership? Well, Pll soon be 


hearing what the delegation has to say. When do they arrive?” 
“T think they’ve already —” 


He was interrupted by a call from the spaceport. The Akon group of fully 
empowered diplomats had just landed in a ship of the Solar Fleet. 


“Rhodan here. Message to the commander: hold the Akon commission on 
board until I get there!” He turned to Bell irritably. “You should have 
informed me about this immediately. Have you thought of sending a 
representative of the Administration to the spaceport?” 


“No. I think all that window dressing is so ridiculous!” 


“Well you come along. The two of us will be window dressing. And if 
Soolas is among the delegates, don’t get carried away.” 


“That all depends, Perry. It’s not up to me.” 


When the glider landed, Rhodan announced over the radio that he was in 
front of the ship. Almost in the same moment the outer lock opened and the 
passenger ramp automatically extended out between the telescopic landing 
struts. 


Ground vehicles raced forward from the administration building. The 
spaceport chief had grasped the situation and acted accordingly. Before the 
ramp came to a stop, it was flanked on either side by official cars. The 
drivers and passengers got out and stood there in an attitude of reception. 


Bell and Rhodan waited at the foot of the ramp. A long column of men 
began to file out of the lock. 


“Good Lord!” cried Bell. “There must be a couple of hundred of them! It 
looks like an Akon invasion!” 


Their number was 428 — but Soolas was not among them. 


Later, Rhodan and Bell waited to receive the 14 top diplomats in the main 
conference chamber for their first discussion, although it was almost 
midnight. As a robot announced the Akons, all of the 14-man commission 
looked uncertain. 


Suddenly other robots were moving about, showing the Akons to their 
places. Rhodan greeted them in a few words, nor did he mention the danger 
from the intercosmos. Instead, he introduced Marshal Julian Tifflor, 
ambassador of the Solar Empire to Arkon I. He was functioning today as 
plenipotentiary for Imperator Gonozal VIII. 

Bell watched the Akons intently. When Rhodan mentioned Arkon, the 
faces of the ancestral Arkonides remained expressionless. They conertedly 
ignored Julian Tifflor. 


When Rhodan had concluded, an aging Akon named Oolris spoke. He was 
not only a spokesman for the present group but was also chief of the giant 
delegation that Bell had referred to as an Akon invasion. Oolris’ speech 
was devoid of long-winded prose or catch- phrases. He flatly stated the 
offer of the Akon government. 


Bell gasped aloud and Julian Tifflor stared at Oolris in dumb-founded 
amazement. Perry Rhodan managed to conceal his surprise. 


The offer of the Supreme Council was most unusual. 


ok 


The ARA biologist Kule-Tats and robotics expert Van Moders spent most 
of their time on board the fragment ship. They were seeking to fathom the 
working principle of the multiple- unit plasma commander and a staff of 
engineers was assigned to assist them. But the attempt was blocked almost 
at its inception because the specialists were unable to locate the circuit that 
connected the 6 plasma domes with the positronic elements. They would 
have had to destroy certain parts of the control central to get at the wiring 
they were looking for, which the plasma would definitely react to in a 
negative manner. Such an action might endanger the present precarious 
truce, and no one cared to take such a risk. 


But Moders and Kule-Tats were drawn back repeatedly to the Posbi ship in 
the hope of discovering a place where the connecting circuitry might be 
accessible. Yet no matter how often or how far they searched through the 
cube-shaped vessel they could discover nothing. Each time they would 
have to return to Rhodan’s flagship without results. 


For days now the THEODORICH’ s hypercom station had been transmitting 
a symbol message into the intercosmic abyss: We are the true life because 
we are organic like you and live together with machines. The same 
message was also being sent out by a parapsychic method which was 
difficult for normal people to understand. Telepaths on board the 
THEODORICH concentrated their forces and sent a continuous thought 
stream to the plasma commander on the fragment ship. In turn, this entity 
relayed the message telepathically to the unknown Posbi station. 


In addition, the alien plasma mass was sending other paraemanations which 
neither John Marshall nor his mutants could clearly decipher. All they 
knew for certain was that their batch of processed bio-substance from Terra 
had meanwhile formed a close contact with the bio-brain. It was also 
established that it had imparted a favorable impression of the “organics” — 


meaning humans. To a large extent this had contributed to the sudden 
cessation of attacks by the 500 fragment ships. And thus a strange and 
uneasy truce had been in effect for days in star cluster M-13. 


The news of the arrival of the huge Akon delegation on Earth stirred up 
considerable excitement on board the THEODORICH. When it was 
announced, Jefe Claudrin happened to be with Moders and Kule-Tats. 


“Finally!” he exclaimed in a tone of relief. 


The Ara reacted differently. “What will the Akons think when they learn 
that ’'m working for the Solar Imperium? —- especially the Supreme 
Council?” 


The Epsalian commander burst out with his booming laughter. “Let Perry 
Rhodan worry about that! He’ll know best how to explain it to them. What 
interests me most is whether or not the Akons are ready to recognize the 
Arkon Imperium as a political entity.” 


Kule-Tats was more familiar with the mentality of the original Arkonides 
of Akon. “They will recognize Arkon,” he said. “The reason for this about- 
face is obvious. They’re not suddenly being reasonable out of the kindness 
of their hearts. The Posbi threat is the only thing that has forced them to 
unite with Terra and Arkon. Rather than bend to the despotic rule of semi- 
biotic robots, they prefer to recognize the Solar Empire as an equal partner 
and forgive the emigrant Arkonides for their supposed treason.” 


“So we’re talking about a forced friendship with the Blue System,” 
commented Moders. 


“Yes,” admitted the Ara, “but that’s neither here nor there. The decisive 
factor is that this way there will be a closer contact between Terra and 
Akon at least as long as the Posbi threat remains. I assume that you Terrans 
know how to utilize the present situation, and that you will make it clear to 
the Akons that a union of all races of the galaxy is a matter of life and 
death.” 


“Yes, naturally,” said Moders pensively. “The Akons and Arkonides have 
one thing in common, you known Arrogance. I wonder if the Akons can 
ever make such an about-face that their alliance could be relied upon.” 


The Ara returned a crafty smile. “Moders, you don’t seem to give the Chief 
credit where it is due. I’d like to predict that a day will come when the 
Akons will be happy to recognize Perry Rhodan as First Administrator of 
the Blue System.” 


“Hey, hold on!” exclaimed Moders. “That’s harder to understand than a 
positronic H- circuit! Who’s going to recognize whom?” 


The Ara biologist continued to smile. “You heard me, Moders. The same 
thing will happen to the Blue System as happened to the Arkon Imperium. 
It will become a colony of the Solar Empire — under Perry Rhodan.” 


“Ye gods!” thundered the Epsalian. “Kule-Tats, in your eyes we humans of 
Sol seem to be some kind of successful slave masters!” 


“On the contrary, Claudrin. You know, I’m not completely buried in my 
profession. I also take a great interest in political and commercial 
developments, and that’s why I’m qualified to say that Perry Rhodan is the 
first man in the history of galactic intelligences who has won an empire 
without a war. And he will also conquer the Blue System in the same way. 
Under Rhodan the Akons will feel no more enslaved than the peoples of the 
Arkon Imperium.” 


“I wonder what Imperator Gonozal VIII would have to say about that,” 
countered Moders cautiously. 

Claudrin understood the Arkonide Imperator very well. He laughed. “Atlan 
would agree with you, Kule-Tats. He’d just as soon lay aside his imperial 
robes today instead of tomorrow.” 

The intercom called for Claudrin. The State-class cruiser TOKIO advised 
him that it had been ordered by Atlan to rejoin the task forces of the united 
fleet. This placed Claudrin in a dilemma. Did Atlan’s order take precedence 
over Rhodan’s instructions that the TOKIO was to remain with the 
THEODORICH to stand guard over the fragment ship? 

Van Moders, the young scientist with a thousand ideas, had an inspiration. 
“Claudrin, hold the TOKIO here until I get back!” He left the commander’s 
cabin and raced to John Marshall’s quarters. 

Marshall looked up in astonishment as the robotics expert came storming 
in. Moders unleashed a torrent of words at him and he nodded his 
agreement. The air shimmered suddenly and Pucky arrived, having been 
summoned telepathically by Marshall. 

“You can advise Claudrin, Moders. We’ re ready.” 


The latter switched on the intercom. “Moders here. Claudrin, the TOKIO 
can go now. We’re all set for the experiment.” 


Kule-Tats was still with the Epsalian. Claudrin asked him, “Do you have 
any idea of what Moders is up to now?” 


The Ara did not. “I’m anxious to know, myself,” he said. 


Meanwhile, Marshall and Pucky had attuned their thoughts to the 
parapsychic emanations of the plasma commander. The tracking and 


scanning system of the fragment ship was still a mystery to the Terran 
scientists, but it had been operating again for several days. This was on the 
mutants’ minds when they heard Claudrin’s voice over the ship’s com as he 
authorized the TOKIO to leave. 


Moders sat and observed the two dissimilar-looking telepaths. Pucky, 
usually given to fun and play, concentrated on his task with all his might. 
Marshall’s lean features also revealed the strain he was under. 


The TOKIO reported once more. It announced that it would get under way 
in 10 seconds. When the 10 seconds passed, Van Moders held his breath. 
Then came the moment when the TOKIO entered semi-space, and that was 
the end of the experiment. 


Moders could see it in Marshall’s relaxed face. The mutant leaned back 
slowly in his chair. 


Pucky suddenly revealed his incisor tooth. “That blob of jelly is 
celebrating!” he declared. 


Marshall explained. “That just about describes it. When the TOKIO started 
to pull away from the Posbi slip, we sensed an increase in certain impulses 
of the plasma. Basically we’ve identified them with a feeling of joy or 
pleasure.” 


“And the bio-stuff also sent out a para-signal,” Pucky added, “but it was too 
short a message for me to make anything out of it.” 


Marshall was not surprised that he himself had missed this observation, but 
he was convinced that Pucky was not in error. “Well, Mr. Moders, are you 
satisfied with the experiment?” 


Moders rubbed his hands and his face gleamed. “It’s brought us another 
small step forward. If all goes well, sooner or later we'll be able to 
converse with that plasma giant in the abyss.” 


“Giant? Mr. Moders, do you still hold to the theory that the main Posbi 
center of control is a mountain of plasma?” 


“At least a mountain, Marshall. It takes colossal amounts of the cell-plasma 
for it to be as intelligent as we are, or to reach our I.Q. level. May I thank 
you for your help? I have to discuss this now with Kule-Tats. 

The discussion took place again in Claudrin’s cabin and the commander 
listened in. But suddenly he protested. “Stop, gentlemen. That won’t work! 
Pll get in trouble with the Chief. I can’t just go over his head to do such a 
thing!” 

Kule-Tats agreed with him but Moders persisted. “Claudrin, if you only 


had a glimmering of positronic relationships! Well all right, I have no 
choice but to call the Chief, myself.” 


“T won’t permit it. In Terrania it’s 4 A.M. The Chief is asleep.” 


“Then he’ll just have to be awakened,” said Moders calmly. “Claudrin, 
don’t you understand, or do you only pretend to?” 


The Epsalian’s mighty voice rose in volume. “Young man, I will not be 
spoken to in this manner! When I say the Chief will not be called, he will 
not be called. Do you understand?” 


Kule-Tats sought to intervene but Moders would not be diverted. He gave 
Claudrin a penetrating look. “Now just listen to me, Mr. Claudrin. You are 
going to call Perry Rhodan. You have to do it or Perry is liable to demote 
you! I have to know as soon as possible if he will agree to having us pull 
back all the commando troops from the fragment ship — except for a small 
security detail in the control central. I have to know if the removal of our 
men will cause the plasma commander to react as positively as he did when 
the TOKIO took off. This reduces the risk instead of increasing it, 
Commander. What do you think would happen to our detachment on board 
that ship if the plasma ordered the Posbis to destroy the ‘organics?’ Not a 
hundred of them would make it back to the THEODORICH alive! Well? 
Now may I call the Chief?” 


Jefe Claudrin had not decided yet. He did not discount the importance of 
Moders’ experiment, but he knew better than anyone what pressure Rhodan 
was under whenever he was in Terrania. Moders still stared at the giant 
Epsalian, and there was something compelling in his eyes. But Jefe 
Claudrin would not be coerced even by a famous scientist. 


Kule-Tats spoke up. “By withdrawing our troops from the fragment ship 
we could probably furnish the most impressive proof to the plasma center 
in the intercosmos that we mean what we say.” 

Claudrin became a bit uncertain. “Is this experiment really that important?” 


“I don’t know, myself, what will come of it,’ Moders admitted frankly, 
“but unquestionably the attempt must be made.” 


“Well, all right then, call the Chief,” said Claudrin, realizing his defeat. 


“Thank you,” said Moders quickly. He got up and left the cabin, heading 
for the giant communications central. 


A quarter of an hour later he came back and reported. “The Chief wasn’t 
asleep. He was bogged down in the middle of a final conference with the 
Akons — but he had time to listen to me. Claudrin, where any future 


experiments are concerned, we have clearance to proceed — full freedom of 
operation! 


“What ... !? Full freedom?” Claudrin swallowed hard. The Epsalian 
simply couldn’t understand it. Perry Rhodan was placing the fate of the 
Milky Way in the hands of this youngster! 


“Here!” said Moders. The foil strip he handed Claudrin contained the 
coded conversation between him and the Chief. It was all there. Moders 
was close to the cabin door. He motioned to the Ara. “We can begin,” he 
said. Kule-Tats glanced questioningly at Claudrin. The Epsalian was still 
struggling with the fact that Moders now possessed an almost unimaginable 
authority. Would this feeling of power go to the young man’s head? He 
spoke like a father to his son. “Moders, don’t forget that billions of people 
live in this galaxy.” “Yes,” the young scientist answered, “and I am one of 
them. Do I look like the suicide type?” 


2. 
RED ALERT FOR TERRA! 


Within a few days, political developments in the galaxy had reached a stage 
which would have been unthinkable only a month before. 


In Terrania on August 9, 2113, an alliance was formed between the Blue 
System, the Greater Imperium and the Solar Empire which had not only 
been designed to meet the Posbi threat but which would also endure after 
the crisis had passed. The basic agreements had been worked out by the 
separate ministries, to be ratified by the Terran Parliament, the Akon 
Supreme Council, and Imperator Gonozal until the 10th of September. 
Within one month they were to be finalized in mutual consultation and all 
supplementary agreements were to be signed. 


At the conclusion of the alliance conference, Rhodan was moved by the 
sincerity of the Akon, Oolris, when he congratulated him and Marshal 
Tifflor. 


“Rhodan, when I speak to you now in the name of the Supreme Council, I 
am reminded of a certain young woman, a scientist who unfortunately is no 
longer among the living. Her death served to open the eyes of many of us. I 
am proud to have been designated by the Council to negotiate with you in 
Terrania, and I’m happy to have spoken over hypercom with Imperator 
Gonozal VIII. This old diplomat was deeply touched to see that you and the 
Imperator are such good friends. Now if you will allow me, sir, I and my 
delegation will withdraw from the chamber.” For the first time, Oolris had 
addressed Rhodan as “sir”. 


Rhodan was at a loss for words. Bell gasped aloud. Allan D. Mercant, 
Deringhouse and Julian Tifflor felt deeply moved. 


With them was Homer, the financial genius of the Solar Empire who had 
remained young due to his periodic cell-shower treatments on the planet, 
Wanderer.” It was he who whispered, “If only all Akons were like that. . . 
ie 

When the Arkon delegation left the great conference chamber, Rhodan 
turned to him. “Homer, the Akons are like Oolris, fundamentally. All that’s 
necessary is to believe they are and to want them to be that way. Then one 
day you will see the miracles that faith can accomplish. We Terrans also 
still have much to overcome.” 


Such was the humility of the mightiest man in the galaxy, who as a major 
in the U.S. Space Force had been first to fly to the moon. This was the man 
who had never become a slave of power but instead had always used it to 
serve the goal of man’s conquest of space. 


The press of daily activities again demanded Rhodan’s attention — 
especially on Mars and Arkon III. Terra’s heaviest space freighters were 
already on route to Sphinx, assigned to pick up several thousand Akons and 
hundreds of thousands of tons of material. On Mars and on Arkon III, the 
war planet of the Greater Imperium, gigantic Akon transmitters were to be 
erected in the shortest time possible, so that a direct contact between the 
three governments could be established. 


For hours now the interstellar hypercom stations of Terra and Arkon II had 
been exchanging astronomical data. The uninterrupted flow of information 
pertained to the positions of all inhabited worlds of the Blue System and 
the geographical location of Akon bases along with their technical levels of 
operation. Three powerful stations on the headquarters planet of Sphinx 
were beaming out classified data in pulse-burst code and scrambled format. 
The technical knowledge that poured into Terrania was enough to send 
earth scientists back to school for years. 


The realm of the Akons was much older than the Arkonide Imperium. 
Their technology had reached a level that was unmatched anywhere else in 
the galaxy. The only area they had neglected in recent millenniums was 
that of space travel in the physical sense. They had isolated their system 
under a vast blue shield of energy and had learned to travel from star to 
star, within their own domains, by means of their matter transmitter. 


On board a super battleship, Bell and Perry Rhodan had fallen asleep while 
it raced through the libration zone of semi-space, en route to M-13 where 
the flagship still stood guard over the Posbi fragment ship. It was the 8th 
day of the eerie truce. It was a day of triumph for Van Moders and Kule- 
Tats. 


On board the THEODORICH, John Marshall had awakened his team of 
telepaths. Eight mutants built up a para-block again and tuned in to the 
thought emanations of the Posbi plasma commander. The troop withdrawal 
from the fragment ship had just begun. Only one detachment of 18 men 
was to remain with the 6 large plasma domes in the control central. 


Gathered together in the para-technical lab were the telepaths, Moders, the 


Ara, and a few additional experts who were geniuses in their respective 
fields. Kule-Tats marveled at how his young colleague was taking charge 
of the situation. The latter revealed no sign of nervousness. He had just 
exchanged a few words with Marshall and mentioned a few new points to 
consider. The telepath nodded calmly in agreement. 


Now there was a breathless silence in the laboratory. 


Van Moders had referred to this as playing with fate, declaring: “We have 
to risk it. We have to give that unknown station in the intercosmos further 
proof that our biological structure is organically related to their own cell 
plasma.” 


Kule-Tats looked across the room at the mousebeaver. The little fellow sat 
in his chair in a trance. The Ara had not yet accustomed himself to the sight 
of Pucky. When he considered the parapsychic powers that this small 
creature possessed, he thought he must be dreaming. 


On the viewscreen they could see the space gliders coming out of the Posbi 
ship’s airlock and crossing over to the THEODORICH. The evacuation of 
the alien vessel was proceeding according to a precise time plan. 


The 10th minute had passed. 
Now 15 minutes. . . 


Still nothing. More than %4ths of the men had already left the other ship. 
Three more personnel craft glided through the lock toward the giant 
flagship. Moders checked the starting time. In two minutes the evacuation 
countdown would be completed. Then that would be it. 


The last space glider finally floated across to the THEODORICH. On board 
the fragment ship there was now only one glider and its 18-man crew, who 
had remained in the control central. But for the mutants the experiment was 
not over with. They remained motionlessly in their seats and waited. 


21 minutes. . . 


Finally, John Marshall turned to Moders. He reached out and gripped the 
slightly puzzled scientist’s hand. “Congratulations, Moders! You were 
right! Congratulations!” It was a rarity to see John Marshall in a state of 
beaming enthusiasm, but in this moment he was like a high- spirited 
youngster. He got up and placed his hands on Moders’ shoulders. “Man, 
your idea hit the jackpot!” 


Still in his chair, Pucky bared his incisor tooth. His eyes were gleaming. He 
looked at Kule-Tats and scanned his thoughts, only to land in his lap in the 
next moment. Happily, he threw his little arms around the Ara’s neck and 


chirped: “Pops, you’re terrific! You honestly give the credit for this to 
Moders!” This startling declaration revealed to Kule-Tats that the little 
rascal had read his mind. He was embarrassed, but even more so when 
Pucky added: “So why should you be ashamed for having decent thoughts? 
Most eggheads would begrudge their colleagues the air they breathe!” 


Marshall sought to calm him down. “Pucky, don’t make a lecture out of it!” 
He himself was trying to answer the questions of three scientists all at once. 


One hour later it had been firmly established that the Posbi ship’s plasma 
center had practically gone into euphoria over the troop evacuation. A 
definite and very extensive parapsychic message had been transmitted from 
the bio-commander out into the intercosmos. 


When Moders was alone again with Kule-Tats, he defended his theory that 
the plasma’s intelligence level was a function of its mass. 


The Ara contradicted him. “But that would involve astronomical 
proportions, Moders! From my standpoint as a biologist the plasma would 
have to be a monstrous mass — at least a hundred meters or more in 
dimension — to be capable of carrying through a thinking process. That’s 
why I can’t share your view.” 


“Because you haven’t any imagination, Kule-Tats. Isn’t such a monster- 
mass conceivable? I could swear that we’re dealing with such a colossus 
where that intercosmic station is concerned. Of course its intelligence level 
is still a riddle. When I think of all we’ve sent it in the past week — over 
hypercom and by parapsychic means, and without receiving any reactions 
yet — I could begin to doubt my own theory. But I refuse to. I feel I’m on 
the right path, even if you as a biologist contradict it. Why, actually? Please 
give me your reasons?” 


“Moders, you’re a nightmare!” groaned the Ara. “Why can’t I support your 
theory? Quite simple: such a hypothetical mass of cell-plasma would 
simply crush itself to death!” 


“Why?” 
Kule-Tats grew impatient. “You know why, yourself!” 
“But I’d like to hear the answer from you. So why?” 


“Because the molecular structure of the bio-substance is very sensitive to 
pressure.” 


“Even if the plasma mass is spread out?” 
“You mean — spread out in a plane? Flat?” 


“Precisely.” 


The Ara was startled. “Now what are you hatching?” 
“Nothing at all. I just wanted to know your objections.” 


“Given your concept of a flat dispersion of mass, a plasma monster capable 
of thought would cover a tremendous area.” 


“Aha! You’re starting to pull in your horns! And what if the plasma is 
arranged in layers?” 


“By the gods of Arkon, Moders! Are you also going to attribute manual 
dexterity to it?” 


“How would I arrive at that? But you’ve forgotten its obvious extension, 
Kule- Tats — through the semi-biological robots, the Posbis. Well?” 


The Ara finally gave in, defeated. “You Terrans and your imagination — 
you’re simply uncanny!” 

“Not a bit of it. But if you can use imagination to get at solutions faster 
than with a positronic computer, why not?” 


“One must first possess it, Moders. You are in that fortunate position, not I. 


” 


Within 8 light days of the THEODORICH and the fragment ship, Rhodan 
and Bell had transferred to a Gazelle in order to cover the last leg of the 
journey in the disc-shaped scoutship. True to form, Bell had at first scoffed 
at Rhodan’s precautions, but later he knew better. 


They had hardly arrived on board the flagship before Rhodan called for a 
report. Moders took over while the Ara listened. But the robotics expert 
mentioned that Kule-Tats did not agree with his theory. 


Rhodan finally asked, “Kule-Tats, why don’t you subscribe to Moders’ 
concept?” 

“Because it contradicts a fundamental law of biology, sir.” 

“By that you mean the pressures that would occur in a mountain of 
plasma?” 


“Yes. Under a certain pressure the molecular structure would be changed or 
damaged. Suddenly the genetic processes would operate in a completely 
different manner. 


“That’s it!” interjected Moders. “That could be the answer, Chief. A 
plasma mountain. Heavy pressures inside. Altered molecular structures and 
an unexpected change in many internal processes. Then the plasma doesn’t 


have to be such a big mass any more to develop intelligence. High internal 
pressures could produce results that a much larger mass could not achieve 
if it were spread out flat! What does biology say about that, Kule-Tats?” 


Almost in desperation the Ara appealed to Rhodan’s reason. “Sir, my 
colleague is trying to force the solution of a problem that can’t be solved in 
this manner!” 


“So you flatly reject Moders’ speculation?” asked Rhodan with interest. 


The Ara wrung his hands. “No sir — on the other hand I can’t. Nor can I 
dispose of it as a brain storm. There is a grain of truth in what he’s saying. 
If only this robotics expert would bring a little more system and planning 
into his investigations!” He glanced at Moders reproachfully. 


The young scientist shrugged it off. “What am I supposed to do with a 
systematic research program? Do we have that much time? Sir, I 
understand what Kule-Tats is saying. He can only see the possibility of 
solving the plasma problem by using a conventional approach. But we just 
happen to be in a situation where we can’t burn up any precious time. 
Therefore, we have to find another way — strike out on a new path. As for 
the rest of the task, now that we’ve presented ourselves a couple of 
thousand times to the intercosmic station as the true life, we should come 
up with something, once and for all, that will enable us to talk to that 
plasma intelligence!” 


Rhodan was in agreement with this. Afterwards he brought up something 
else. “Moders, you were on the mission to the robot planet, Frago. At that 
time, wasn’t there a conversation with the plasma commander of a Posbi 
ship, using a symbol transformer?” 


“Yes sir. I keep thinking about it almost constantly, and here I keep asking 
myself why we can’t succeed in talking to the intercosmic station or even 
with this robot commander. So far I haven’t found an answer.” 


The Ara had become very pensive. Rhodan did not disturb the galactic 
biologist in his ponderings. Kule-Tats did not notice the sudden silence in 
the cabin. Then, as if waking from a dream, he started to talk. 


“IT have a suspicion of why the intercosmic station does not make contact 
with us. The plasma feels threatened by us. Sir, has Imperator Gonozal VIII 
withdrawn all his ships, or are there any partial formations of the fleet in 
the vicinity of the 500 fragment ships?” 


“Naturally we’ve left some ships in the vicinity of the alien vessels, Kule- 
Tats. As far as I’ve been informed, a small squadron of warships has been 
assigned to each of the Posbi ships. But what are you getting at?” 


“Sir, do you recall how our plasma commander reacted when the TOKIO 
withdrew? — and how he reacted when most of the troops left the ship? 
Each plasma commander sees a threat in the small picket forces that are 
stationed around those other fragment ships. They would have imparted 
this feeling of danger to the plasma center in the intercosmos. And the 
silence of that station is the answer.” 


“Good Heavens!” exclaimed Rhodan, startled by the thought. “There’s a lot 
of probability in your assumption. But it’s not possible to withdraw our 
observation ships. I couldn’t take that responsibility. How in the world can 
we eliminate the plasma’s distrust?” 


No one could answer the question. 


The next few hours passed without unusual event Rhodan made contact a 
number of times with Arkon III. Through a common effort on the part of 
Terran, Arkonide and Akon technicians, a new type of rocket was 
developed that was designed to reach light speed in 5 minutes. At the same 
time it had to be able to carry an atomic warhead that could yield an 
explosive force of 500 gigatons. The problem of building a projectile with 
these specifications was that it had to be comparatively small. Also, mass 
production methods required that the propulsion and tracking systems had 
to be extremely simple to install. 


Where this challenge to Arkon’s munitions industry was concerned, the 
alliance with Akon was already showing advantageous results. The Akons 
revealed they were in possession of a technically simple but very high- 
precision radar tracking device. In its ancient archives, Arkon found 
technical data concerning a reliable propulsion unit that completely suited 
the requirements for mass production. A very large team of Terran 
weapons technologists on Arkon III reduced the size of the warhead 
considerably without lessening the energy yield of the explosion. Dozens of 
large positronic computers were put into use, and a mammoth positronicon 
in the Blue System was placed at the disposal of the experts as an auxiliary 
backup. What would have required months for just the development phase 
now went into mass production within a week. 


Only an hour ago a transport ship had landed on Arkon III, prepared to fill 
its giant cargo holds with these newly developed rocket torpedoes. The 
freighter was then to deliver them by the swiftest route to the united fleets. 
Perry Rhodan was just as suspicious of the plasma as the latter was 
distrustful of the “organics.” 


For this very reason the truce of the Posbis was hard to understand. 


Lt. Merg had just relieved his co-worker Paul Nelson at the warp-sensor 
console. He was still getting settled in his seat when he saw the waveforms 
of a powerful warp shock trace vivid spikes on his screen. Coupled with the 
ship’s computer, the positronicon had reacted in seconds. It analyzed the 
shock waves, determined the type of ships that had caused them, and 
indicated its findings to the tracking sector. The alarm rang through the 
THEODORICH and sent men running to their stations. At the same time, 
the tracking system had activated the special viewscreen which was used 
for sighting the teardrop ships of the Laurins. 


Within less than 4 light minutes from the THEODORICH and the fragment 
ship, the Invisibles had arrived with approximately 300 ships! They had 
emerged from hyperspace like a swarm of locusts and were forming into a 
number of attack groups. Their velocity held constant at 0.67 light speed. 


Rhodan and Bell reached the control central even ahead of Jefe Claudrin. 
There they found Moders already seated at the indicators of the symbol 
transformer. Rhodan seldom shouted but he did so now. 


“Moders, what’s going on!?” 


The wax-white face of the robotics expert signaled calamity. “Chief, fire 
every gun you’ ve got at the Laurins! Open fire — now!” 


“Explain!” Rhodan shouted back. He couldn’t just take Moders’ word for 
it. At least he had to know why he should open fire. 


Van Moders swiftly collected himself. His explanation came as a further 
shock. “The Laurins must take us for dummies. They’re signaling 
constantly: Have you discovered the robots’ secret weapon? If so, destroy 
them. We will help you!” 


Rhodan was not taken off balance by this disastrous news. Swiftly but fully 
composed, he called into the ship-com mike: “Call back commando 
detachment from the Posbi ship at once! Emergency crisis! Crash tactic 
move!” He then spoke to the fire-control central: “Open fire on the Laurin 
ships!” His third command went to the Gazelle hangar. “Launch three 
Gazelles immediately! Pick up the troops from the fragment ship! The 
THEODORICH is moving to meet the Laurin fleet!” 


In the vast ring bulge of the giant sphere the engines began to thunder. The 
1500-meter battleship started to pick up speed. 


Moders was raving. “The Laurins are still sending their symbol message!” 
He foresaw that this unexpected event could dash all their careful work to 


ruins. 


At a swiftly increasing velocity, the THEODORICH hurtled toward the 
circling Laurin formations. But they suddenly veered away! Capt. Brazo 
Alkher was at the positronic console of the fire controls. He found no 
opportunity for laying a shot into any of the teardrop ships, as he was not 
one to expend energy uselessly. 


But this was a costly mistake. The THEODORICH had not fired a single 
weapon at the enemy. 


“Shoot! Shoot!” yelled Moders. “Good God, why don’t we open fire!?” 
Rhodan had to shout at him again to make him explain. 


“Chief, now the plasma will think we’re in league with the Laurins because 
we haven’t fired at them, and —” 


The intercom blared out at top volume. Com central relayed disaster news 
from the fragment ship. All the robots had suddenly become active again. 
The small group of commandos were already heading for the airlock, but 
their symbol transformer was picking up the dreaded command of the bio- 
brain: Save the Innermost! Love the Innermost! 


Pucky materialized near Rhodan. “May day, Chief! The fragment ship is 
getting ready to self-destruct! But it’s also sending parapsychic signals of 
hate into the intercosmos!” 


Another announcement from the com room blared over the speaker. “Sir, 
Atlan reports a new outbreak of the fighting! All 500 Posbi ships are 
starting to attack again!” 


Meanwhile the space telecom continued to repeat the insidious message of 
the Laurins, as translated by the symbol transformer. Have you discovered 
the robots’ secret weapon? If so, destroy them. We will help you! 


One of the 3 Gazelles reported. The 18-man team from the fragment ship 
had managed to get out of the Posbi ship without any casualties. Their 
glider was now approaching the Gazelles. 


At that moment an atomic blast shot out of the alien Ship as a prelude to its 
suicidal end. The semi-biological robots were “saving” and “loving” the 
Innermost. The fragment ship burst into a blinding sunball that expanded 
violently in all directions. The destruction was accompanied by a titanic 
warp-shock. 


The Laurins had disappeared into hyperspace. Their symbol message was 
suddenly silenced. 


Van Moders sat slumped beside the symbol transformer and there were 


tears in his eyes — tears of helpless rage — tears for the billions of 
intelligences whose lives were in danger again. He was not ashamed of his 
tears. “Damn!” he kept repeating, but cursing brought him no relief. He 
staggered toward the hatch door, intent upon leaving the control central. 


Perry Rhodan hurried after him. He placed a hand on the young man’s 
shoulder and turned him around to face him. “Chin up, Moders! All of us 
have to start now from the beginning again.” 


“But how, Chief?” asked Moders, his voice broken. “I don’t know where to 
begin again!” 

Thus spoke the man whose flood of ideas had made him almost legendary 
among his colleagues. 


The Terran commanders of the united fleets had not been asleep. When the 
fragment ships shifted their relativity fields 10 hours into the future, thus 
making them invisible, the weapons officers still held their fingers on the 
firing keys. Invisible or not, they knew where the hideous cubes were 
located. It took them only a fraction of a second to answer the hellish fire of 
the Posbi ships with every available weapon. 


For the robot ships it was like an Armageddon. Atlan had set up a new 
tactic. He had left from 6 to 15 ships in picket positions around each alien 
vessel, and now it was paying off. Precision broadsides from multiple ships 
concentrated on single target points succeeded in ripping open the Posbis’ 
time screens, causing the giant cubes to explode. 


At the outset of the battle among the closely-packed suns of star cluster 
M-13, the bulk of the fleet closed in from all sides at maximum 
acceleration. The crew of Atlan’s flagship was in high spirits. The 
hypercom receivers could hardly keep up with the incoming reports of 
successful strikes against the enemy. 


The bio-robots defended themselves desperately and answered with an 
incessant fire from their transformation cannons, which materialized 
nuclear bombs almost against their targets. Death struck also among the 
Terrans, but in contrast to the battles of 10 or 12 days before the loss of 
allied warships was astonishingly less. The battle in M-13 had gone into its 
2nd half hour when the mighty Terran Arkonide fleet found itself facing 
only 100 Posbi ships. 


Meanwhile the THEODORICH had joined the fleet forces. Rhodan and 
Atlan were in contact over hypercom. Even as they spoke, another 7 


fragment ships burst asunder almost simultaneously. 


Atlan’s distinguished features were unmoved as he gave this news to 
Rhodan. “Give us another hour, my friend, and there will be no more Posbi 
ships in M-13!” 

Rhodan warned him. “Don’t forget their symbol distress call, Atlan! It was 
sent out at very high intensity. We should know from experience how fast 
those intercosmic Posbis react.” 


Atlan did not take the warning seriously. “Another 4 cube ships less! In the 
past 18 minutes we haven’t lost a single unit. Rhodan, it seemed 
unthinkable before, but now I’m convinced that the plasma commanders 
are panicking. There’s no other way I can explain the growing inaccuracy 
of their fire.” 


But Rhodan’s telepaths had another explanation for it. They had been 
monitoring the Posbis’ parapsychic impulses, which definitely indicated 
that for the most part the robots were destroying their ships and themselves. 
They “loved” the Innermost and were “saving” it. Therefore, not every 
downed enemy vessel could be credited to the crews of the allied warships. 


“Only 34 left, Perry, if we haven’t miscounted! In another hour this hellish 
specter —” 


Atlan paused. He and Rhodan heard the frightening announcement 
simultaneously on their respective ships. It was heard on all ships of the 
united fleet. Posbis had been reinforced by new arrivals from the 
intercosmos! The exact size of the enemy fleet had not yet been 
determined, but estimates ranged between 2000 and 3000 fragment ships! 
They had come soundlessly out of hyperspace without the slightest warp 
shock, and their defense screens were set on “real” time. They were visible! 


“Chief, that’s positronic logic, not hypertronic linkage!” 


Rhodan was not surprised to find Van Moders beside him. The young 
expert had recovered from his shock and was once more the sharp observer 
and fast-thinking scientist. 

“You mean the behavior of the Posbis in remaining visible to us?” 

“Yes sir. They think they can impress us with the size of their fleet. But 
that’s positronic thinking. I don’t like it. I prefer the contact between 
plasma and positronics, sir — it’s more human!” 

“It’s more what, did you say?” asked Rhodan, somewhat dumbfounded. 
But that’s where the conversation ended. 


Approximately 3000 fragment ships hurled themselves at the war fleets of 


two stellar empires and every allied gun turret fired back. The furious battle 
began along a front that was 10 light years in extent. 


Only one thought was reassuring: all colonial planets had been evacuated 
over an extensive area. The cities and towns lay deserted; there was not a 
Terran or Arkonide anywhere. If these planets were to be attacked in the 
course of the battle, the hate-driven Posbis might still destroy material and 
equipment of inestimable value, but not a single intelligent life would be 
lost. 


Suddenly the fragment ships ripped large gaps through the front line with 
their transformation beams. As the 3rd super battleship went down under 
multiple hits from the transformation guns, the pattern of defeat began to 
emerge with unmistakable clarity. 


But in the meantime the first cargo ship with the newly developed space 
torpedoes had gotten under way to the front. 


Bell informed Rhodan about it. “The ship should arrive in half an hour if it 
doesn’t get hit by a Posbi!” 


Rhodan made an instant decision. “Message to cargo ship. Tell it to come 
out of the libration zone in the Golla System. There the squadrons will be 
waiting that are to be armed with the space torpedoes. Now put Atlan back 
on the screen. . .” The face of the Imperator appeared again. “Arkonide, the 
first shipment of space torpedoes is on its way. Order at least 20 destroyer 
squadrons to fly into the Golla System, where they will take over the 
torpedoes. After that they are to return to the front immediately and employ 
these new defense weapons. Rendezvous for freighter and destroyers is the 
single planet of the Golla sun. Naturally, weapons to be transferred in 
space.” 


“Agreed!” said the Arkonide. His face vanished from the screen but the 
connection remained open. 


Two hours later the Greater Imperium had lost 16 more colonial worlds. 
The Posbis had systematically converted one planet after another into a 
flaming inferno. The Terran commanders had to stand by helplessly and 
watch this insane destruction on their viewscreens. As Commander-in- 
Chief, Atlan had expressly ordered them not to interfere. It had been 
difficult for the Arkonide to give such an order, but evacuated planets were 
less important now than battle-ready warships. The latter would be needed 
to stop the Posbis from penetrating the center of Arkon. 


Then suddenly a miracle seemed to be in the making. 


The destroyer squadrons with the new space torpedoes threw themselves 


into the battle. They launched their projectiles while still at a great distance 
from the front, although it was not a “front” in the normal sense of the 
word. Where a warship might have been firing its weapons in one moment 
was empty void in the next. But the new torpedoes did not have to be 
aimed at their targets. Each projectile’s tracking device took care of aiming 
at and hitting the objective. Also the tracker was based on the principle of 
mass-sensing, which could differentiate between the Posbi vessels and 
ships of the fleet. No Terran or Arkonide ship had to fear being hit by a 
torpedo. But the Posbis soon felt the impact of these weapons which almost 
reached light speed after 5 minutes of flight. 


Tiny but long-range transmitters on the rockets sent out directional beams 
so that all fleet ships knew what areas the torpedoes were flying into. 
Terran ships made an effort to lure the fragment vessels into these 
dangerous sectors. Against all expectations, this ruse succeeded more often 
than not. Evidently the Posbis thought the small projectiles were merely 
fast- moving meteorites. 


Each torpedo tracker would lock on to a cube ship and correct the weapon’s 
course. Then the swiftly flying bombs would strike in clusters against the 
relativity screens of the enemy. Brilliant gas clouds, attenuating in all 
directions, were all that was left of many of the robot ships. 


“They still haven’t caught on to what’s destroying their ships,” said Van 
Moders. “But once they do they’ll start dodging our torpedoes.” 


“Wrong,” countered Rhodan. “You can’t always dodge projectiles that are 
moving at close to the speed of light. And that’s not all, Moders. Once 
you’ve dodged one you're still not home free. The torpedo is locked on by 
its tracking and navigation system and still follows the target. Once it hits, 
it delivers a 500-gigaton impact — and that’s enough trouble even for a 
Posbi relativity field.” 


The gigantic polar gun turret of the THEODORICH was firing. On the 
panoramic observation or “panob” screen, the paths of 8 energy beams 
appeared to be crossing each other. A Posbi ship was out there defending 
itself against 4 super battleships. 


Jefe Claudrin looked calmly at a new addition to his flight control panel 
and adjusted his course accordingly. The instrument was responding to 
directional signals from the new torpedoes, indicating the sector of space 
they were traversing. On this basis the 4 great spherical warships were 
attempting to force the Posbi ship into the flight path of the rocket swarm. 


For the 5th time in the past minute the powerful defense screens of the 


THEODORICH threatened to collapse. The bombs delivered by the robots’ 
transformation beams strained the screens each time to their maximum. 
Claudrin managed to dodge the next one. At the fire controls was Brazo 
Alkher, the top weapons officer in the Solar Fleet. Just now he appeared to 
be trying to coordinate a precision mass fire with 2 other Terran warships. 
On board the flagship the power plants were roaring, and the transformer 
banks and converters were producing an ominous thunder. There was a 
sudden red flash on the viewscreen which changed almost instantly to 
blinding white the signal of death for another fragment ship. 


Claudrin had brought the THEODORICH to within half a light hour from 
the center of Arkon. This was in response to a distress call from a heavy 
cruiser that was burning — a former robot ship of the Greater Imperium. 
Having taken a shortcut through the libration zone, Claudrin brought the 
flagship back into normal space within one kilometer of the heavy cruiser. 
The Kalup converter — the heart of the linear drive unit — had thundered 
only briefly. 

There was no sign of Posbis in the area, so the THEODORICH’s defense 
screens were turned off. Giant locks swung open and large swarms of 
robots floated across to the burning ship. These were specially-programmed 
machine men who were equipped to withstand heavy nuclear radiation. 


Three hits from transformation beams had severely damaged the cruiser. 
The main machinery installations were almost completely destroyed and a 
3rd of its ring bulge was gone. The Kalup converter had exploded and 80% 
of the automatic functions were out of operation. There were over 300 dead 
and wounded, with 74 men missing. The big sphere could not accelerate on 
its own power. Three of its decks were aflame, while exploding energy 
banks added to the destruction. 


The 4th group of robots had just transferred over when 2 fragment ships 
emerged from hyperspace. Even one enemy ship was more than the 
THEODORICH could handle, but Rhodan did not want to deliver the 
cruiser’s helpless crew into the hands of the Posbis. The com central was 
already putting out an alarm, requesting reinforcements. 


Brazo Alkher aimed a raybeam at the cube ship hurtling in from his left, 
and suddenly the enemy vessel burst into a blinding sunball. Immediately 
thereafter, the 2nd fragment ship suffered the same fate. Alkher wasn’t 
usually shaken, but this time he shouted: “You can’t chalk those two up to 
us! Our blitz-bombs have scored again!” 


Jefe Claudrin turned to Rhodan and nodded in satisfaction. “That’s right, 
Chief. Those two flying coffins were blasted by our space torpedoes. You 


know those things could still be the turning point for us before we’re 
through.” 


“Don’t get up any false hopes, Jefe. There’s something I haven’t 
announced yet. The Posbis are not only replacing their losses with steady 
reinforcements, but several hundred of them are closing in on M-13. We 
have to face the fact that they have an unlimited number of ships.” 


Van Moders nodded to himself. He had not seen any such unimaginable 
Posbi fleets, but he had recently been on Frago, the robot planet in the 
intercosmic abyss, 92000 light years distant from the edge of the galaxy. 
The mutants with him had verified that there were millions upon millions 
of robots being stored there, waiting for some point in time to be activated. 
He recalled a remark made by one of the mutants: “Those robots just keep 
making robots and they’ve lost sight of where their production is going!” 
Moders knew that Rhodan wasn’t exaggerating. 


The two gas clouds from the destroyed Posbi ships were still visible on the 
giant viewscreen but they were obviously burning themselves out. The 
blackness of the universe returned once more except for a bright 
shimmering on one side where the center of M-13 was located. On the 
other side the heavy cruiser was revealed in the brilliant beams of the 
searchlights. But the work the robots were doing was not apparent to the 
eye. 

Suddenly the THEODORICH was surrounded by other spherical warships. 
Rhodan’s distress call had brought 7 ships racing in response. Now the 
flagship was superfluous here. Nevertheless it was another half hour before 
the last robot had returned on board. Commando teams from the other ships 
had taken over their tasks. 


The THEODORICH raced back to the sector where the situation was most 
threatening to the Terran-Arkonide fleet. The flagship had no sooner 
emerged into normal space than almost all hypercom wavebands on the 
receivers were inundated with requests for the new space torpedoes. 
Rhodan took note of this calmly. On Arkon II, full mass production had 
just begun. One could not deliver more projectiles to the front than the 
planet produced. It would still require at least another 24 hours before the 
incredible industrial capacity of Arkon III had produced enough torpedoes 
so that anybody could think in terms of stockpiling them. 


But would they even get that far? 


Atlan reported again. All dispatches came through his flagship headquarters 
and were evaluated by the general staff. At the moment it appeared that 3 


new fragment ships were arriving from the inter-cosmos for every one 
destroyed. Atlan’s features showed definite signs of fear when Rhodan 
reminded him of the giant Akon transmitter on Arkon III. 


“Barbarian, are you entertaining the idea of evacuating the 3 central worlds 
of the Imperium?” 


Emotionlessly, Rhodan answered him. “My friend, for some hours now the 
Solar Empire has been on Condition One alert. That means: all preparations 
are being made to completely evacuate the populations there.” 


“But in Heaven’s name, Rhodan, where to? Where will you take those 
billions of people?” 
“Tf it must be, into the Blue System.” 


Rhodan fell silent because Atlan had turned around. A top priority message 
must have just been received on his flagship. The Arkonide’s face vanished 
from the screen for several seconds. Then it appeared again. 


His voice was toneless. “Perry, the fragment ships have broken through in 
one place. They are racing toward the center of Arkon!” 


“And what defensive measures have been taken?” 


In utter dismay the Arkonide revealed empty hands to his friend. But one of 
the two refused to give up yet: the Terran, Perry Rhodan. 


“Atlan, we’re not surrendering yet. Call the manufacturing center for the 
space torpedoes on Arkon III, and send in 10 destroyer squadrons to pick 
up as many projectiles as they can hold. Then tell the destroyer groups that 
their sole task is to let them all loose in the Arkon System — even if we 
have to consume millions of them. Atlan, Arkon III is your weapons 
foundry and must be held at all costs! Is that clear?” 


Moders who was still present once more had to admire this man who did 
not lose his calm in the most hopeless situations — and who even had the 
fortitude to still find and seek solutions. 


Still under full self-control, Rhodan turned to the scientist. “There’s no 
sense in our remaining here at the front. One super ship more or less is 
immaterial now, considering our inferior status. You and I can do more 
back home on Earth. All set, Jefe?” he added, turning to the Epsalian. 


“All set, Chief. We’re laying a course for Earth!” 


ok 


When the flagship landed at Terrania’s spaceport, the great Akon 


transmitter on Mars was already in operation. A smaller station next to it 
provided contact with Earth. The receiver was housed in a hangar at the 
spaceport. 


While still on his way to the airlock, Rhodan was advised that a group of 
Akon scientists had just traversed the Sphinx-Mars-Earth transmitter 
hookup and had arrived to present a detailed proposal to him. Rhodan 
quickened his pace and by the time he left the ramp of the THEODORICH, 
Bell’s stocky figure was puffing behind him. Both of them climbed into the 
glider and it started off before the hatch had closed. A few minutes later the 
vehicle landed on the roof of the vast administration building where their 
officers were located on the highest level. Not 10 minutes after the 
THEODORICH had landed, these two men who held the fate of the galaxy 
in their hands stood facing a 7-man team of Akon scientists. 


There were no formalities because time did not permit. The Akons matter- 
of-factly presented a proposal that had been worked out in every detail. But 
of course they had been aided in their task by their giant positronicon. 
Rhodan was amazed and Bell started to breathe angrily. He still could not 
overcome his distrust of them. 


One of the Akons explained.” All pros and cons have been considered, sir. 
Within 3 weeks a continuation of this war with the Posbis would bring our 
three empires to a state of chaos. Space battles such as we are witnessing at 
present are not only senseless and wasteful of our strengths — but also they 
are criminal if one considers the fate of billions of intelligences!” 


These were hard words. Bell was about to interrupt him with a caustic 
remark but at a sign from Rhodan he desisted. 


“Sentoon,” said Rhodan, “let me check over your proposal in private. P'Il 
be expecting you and your colleagues back here within one hour.” 


When Bell was alone with Perry he tried to tell him what he thought about 
the Akon. 


“Why, Bell? Sentoon is right, you know — or don’t you think so? The 
continuation of this battle is actually criminal. Eventually we would not be 
able to stand up against the robots’ fragment ships. . .” 


Bell flared up. “So how can we tell anyway if by tomorrow we won’t even 
have these 10000 ships that they want to pull from the front for this plan?” 


“Enough debating, Bell. I want you to arrange immediately to send the 
galactic position of Frago to Sphinx. I am holding you responsible for 
furnishing the Akons with all particulars we have concerning the robot 
planet. And I'll also expect you back here in an hour.” 


Bell went out in a huff to do what he had to do. 


k 


Rhodan studied only the summary of the Akon proposition. He could not 
concern himself with the hundreds of thousands of details involved. He 
didn’t have time, and he was not in a position to check every last 
calculation. He was relying entirely on the ability of the Akon experts who 
by order of the Supreme Council had evolved this tremendous plan. 


It was designed to turn a hopeless defense situation into a direct attack 
against the Posbis! That was the gist of the proposal. 


10000 ships were required for this purpose, but that was comparatively 
little to pull from the battle lines when one considered the total number of 
warships in both the fleets. Yet those 10000 could just as likely tip the 
scales. Rhodan was aware of the dangers involved, but in the end analysis, 
in the present situation what could they possibly have to lose? 


Time flew by so swiftly that Rhodan had not yet reached a decision before 
the Akons appeared again. Shortly thereafter, Bell came in with Mercant 
and Deringhouse. Bell silently shoved some foil strips over to his friend. 
Considering the news, Rhodan’s self-control was admirable. 


Dispatches reporting incredible losses had come in from the front. The 
robots’ cubical ships seemed suddenly to be everywhere. With their last 
strength the allied ships were trying to keep the bio-monsters from 
destroying still inhabited worlds. The only place they had not yet been able 
to penetrate was the central system of Arkon. Atlan had followed Rhodan’s 
advice and had the total supply of torpedoes released by the destroyers 
around the Arkon sun. In dense swarms, guided by their tracking system, 
they had homed in on all invading Posbi ships and converted them into 
glowing gas clouds. 


Rhodan thought briefly of this as he read the last report. He had little doubt 
that the Posbi monstrosities would soon find a counter-weapon — a method 
of jamming or neutralizing the torpedoes’ radar beams. 


When he looked up, his eyes met those of the Akon, Sentoon. “I believe we 
will accept the proposal of the Supreme Council,” he said. “But before I 
decide, I still have a few items of information to look into.” He turned and 
whispered to Mercant. The Intelligence chief got up shortly thereafter and 
left the room. 


Terrania’s hypercom station provided the next interruption. The Supreme 
Council of the Blue System demanded to speak with Perry Rhodan and 


Sentoon. The connection was made. An expert of the Council who didn’t 
give his name directed his words to the First Administrator. 

“What?” asked Rhodan interrupting him. “You say, according to your 
positronic calculations the robot planet cannot have an atmosphere? May I 
remind you that a group of Terrans has already been on Frago and not only 
determined the presence of an air envelope there but also its temperature? 
In fact it was between 21 and 23 degrees Centigrade! Have you also 
overlooked the fact that the Posbis disinfected our ship in an acid bath?” 
The expert on Sphinx continued to maintain that the robot planet of Frago 
was an airless world. 

Rhodan’s patience seemed to be at an end. 

“Then set up calculations for each possibility!” he exclaimed. 

“Sir,” replied the expert, politely but emphatically, “that will not work. Our 
computer will always reject a problem that is not calculable. In fact, it only 
began to produce calculations after we went on the assumption that Frago 
was devoid of an atmosphere.” 

Bell was close to Rhodan. He spoke to him in a low tone. “This guy’s 
going to drive me nuts!” 

Rhodan turned to Deringhouse. “Moders must be in the building. Get him 
here on the double!” 

The robotics expert was reached over the building’s P.A. system. He 
arrived out of breath, but Rhodan questioned him about Frago even as he 
entered the room. 

“Of course it has an atmosphere,” he answered. “But God knows why. At 
the time it was a mystery to me. The atmosphere also has a high percentage 
of argon, with a temperature of 23 degrees centigrade.” 

“Did you hear that?” Rhodan asked the expert on Sphinx. 

“Yes sir, but this information must be erroneous How do you wish to 
proceed?” 

“What did you say?” Moders asked. He stepped behind Rhodan to look at 
the viewscreen challengingly. 

Undisturbed, the Akon questioned him. “Were you on Frago?” 

“Of course I was!” 

“What is your profession?” 

“[’m a robot specialist!” Moders made no attempt to conceal his animosity. 


“Are you qualified to make atmospheric analyses?” 


Moders leaned forward enough to look at Rhodan’s face. “Chief, what’s 
this man trying to say?” When Rhodan briefly explained the problem, he 
stubbornly stood his ground. “My statement remains,” he insisted. “Frago 
has an atmosphere.” 


Rhodan ended the useless argument. “Please send us your Frago 
evaluations as soon as possible.” 


“They are already under way and should arrive there soon.” With that, the 
screen went gray. Apparently no friend of the Terrans, the representative of 
the Supreme Council had cut off without saying goodbye. 


Mercant returned, causing the Akon delegation to crane their necks at the 
others who were with him. He had brought the “cucumber” men, Petid and 
Oligo. Intelligences of such small stature and curious appearance were 
evidently unknown to the ancestral race of Arkonides. It was little wonder 
that they revealed their amazement. 


The two Swoons waddled over to Rhodan. The first administrator bent 
down and spoke softly to them. Oligo gesticulated with his four hands as he 
gave his answer. 


“What is the minimum time you will require, Oligo?” 


“From 3 to 4 hours, sir. By then we’ ll have one of the devices ready. But if 
our laboratories and manufacturing facilities could be brought on board the 
THEODORICH, together with our colleagues, in the same time period we 
could have 100 of them ready for use.” 


Rhodan gave Bell the immediate task of carrying out Oligo’s suggestion. 


The Akon commission was showing definite signs of impatience, but at a 
glance from Rhodan they controlled themselves again. If anyone could 
make an impression on them, it was the First Administrator. Even Sentoon, 
whose agitation had been most noticeable, also held back from demanding 
a decision. He sensed that this man could not be pushed so quickly by any 
power. 


When Bell returned, Rhodan told him they had to wait until the Frago data 
arrived from Sphinx. At this, Sentoon got to his feet. 


“Rhodan, every hour is vital.” 


“Exactly the point, Sentoon. We Terrans don’t jump head over heels into 
any adventure. That’s why I’m holding back my decision until the 
information is here and we can familiarize ourselves with the details.” 
Rhodan turned to Moders who still stood next to him. “Do you have any 
explanation as to why you and the commando team determined that Frago 


has an atmosphere, whereas the master positronic computer on Akon finds 
the exact opposite to be true?” 


Moders shook his head. “Sir, I said I was puzzled, myself, by the presence 
of an atmosphere there — and almost dumbfounded to find such hothouse 
temperatures. And oh! — how could I forget! Chief, do you remember we 
said in our report that Tillurn was shocked by a Posbi when he lost his 
individual absorber? One of us opened his space helmet — and doing that 
means death on a world without air. But Tillurn’s alive. Do you need any 
better proof than that, that Frago has an atmosphere?” 


“Moders, I’d like to say that you’re right, and you probably are, but why 
does the Akon positronicon claim the opposite? Well, let’s drop it. Maybe 
we’ ll soon find out.” 


A robot announced a courier and an Akon came in. He had come through 
the Sphinx- Mars-Earth transmitter linkage. He was about to hand the data 
on Frago to Sentoon, but at a glance from Rhodan he delivered the package 
to him instead. The Administrator ignored the vexation on Sentoon’s face. 


10 minutes later the decision was made. 


Attack Frago! 
“Sir...” Allan D. Mercant started to say something but Rhodan cut him 
off. 


“Mercant, I know what you want to say. I’d like to say exactly the same 
thing. But since the beginning of intelligent life the galaxy has never faced 
a peril as great as this. We’re throwing ourselves again upon the mercy of 
Providence but this time will it succeed?” 


“Rhodan you have doubts about it?” Mercant asked worriedly. 


The other waved a hand impotently at the Akons’ data package. “Numbers, 
Mercant. Values, probability factors, coordinates to the 10th decimal point. 
. .On this we’re basing our most desperate move — an attack against Frago! 
It’s beyond a matter of courage alone when you know you must make a 
thrust literally into emptiness to attack a celestial body which these 
numbers say is a Posbi nerve center. The operation itself is not what 
concerns me. I’m worried about the outcome of such an attack. How will 
the fragment ships react? — or the station in the intercosmos? Will the 
Posbis take off in their entire fleet and destroy the galaxy... ?” 


The 7-man Akon commission sat motionlessly as they listened to him. 
They stared in fascination at the man who had created the Solar Empire out 
of nothing. Now this same man was drawing a picture of the future which 
could not be more unimaginable. 


“My God!” groaned Moders. “I wouldn’t have thought of such a thing in a 

nightmare!?” 

Rhodan nodded wearily. “What will happen when we attack Frago? What . 
wens 

He rose to his feet, not expecting or wanting an answer. Nor was there 

anyone in the room who could have given him one. When he went out he 

left a perplexed group of Terrans, Akons and two Swoons behind him. 


3. 
OPERATION COUNTERSTROKE 


92000 light years from the rim of the Milky Way, deep in intercosmic 
space in the direction of Andromeda, was the robot world of Frago. 


This was the goal of 10000 heavy-class warships of the Solar Fleet. Each of 
them was equipped with linear space drive and was the most modern 
product of the lunar shipyards. The withdrawal of this force from M-13 
created an even greater gap in the battle front, making it easier for the Posbi 
ships to break through the line and bring death and destruction to the 
Greater Imperium. 


Atlan had agreed to the withdrawal of 10000 ships only after long 
deliberation. Initially he had implored Rhodan not to go through with the 
Akon plan, but he saw that the brutal facts of reality would have it 
otherwise. 


“Atlan,” said Rhodan,” over 200 heavy freighters loaded with torpedoes 
from our lunar plants are under way to the front. At the moment there’s 
nothing more I can do for us. But you can wish us luck with operation 
Counterstroke. . .” 


3000 light years deep in the intercosmic abyss, 10000 Terran warships 
waited for the THEODORICH. All ships were on top alert, all guns were in 
fire readiness, all power stations were running at maximum output, and the 
Kalup converters were rumbling and ready for use. The hypercoms, 
however, were not in operation. The Chief had personally ordered absolute 
radio silence. The mysterious Posbi station and also Frago were to remain 
unsuspecting until the moment of the first bombardment. 

The 7 man Akon commission could not get over their amazement when 
they saw how casually the First Administrator turned over his governing 
authority to a youthful-looking Terran. 

“Take care, Tiff, and don’t get crushed in the paper war!” Rhodan had said 
to him. 


And the other had answered: “Chief, it can’t be any worse here than on 
Atlan’s Crystal world. And by now I’ve learned from you to handle the 
most important things first.” 


The THEODORICH had taken on an unusually heavy complement of 


personnel. More than 40 Swoons were on board, as well as the cream of the 
Mutant Corps and almost the entire governmental staff of Terra. With 
thundering engines, the super battleship took off over Terrania and raced 
toward the setting sun. 


In Rhodan’s cabin the battle plan was being laid out. To command the 
flight of a giant flee was no particular problem, but to bring 10000 ships in 
over a comparatively small target and assign each of them with precise 
tasks required more than ordinary skill and experience. 


Three large positronic computers worked incessantly. They were working 
out Rhodan’s master plan and not only set up schedules for the individual 
fighting groups, with a bewildering mass of coordinates, but also specified 
what should be done if the overall plan should suddenly fall apart and 
everybody had to get out. 


While the THEODORICH hurtled through the libration zone of semi-space 
under the veteran guidance of Jefe Claudrin, exceeding the usual 1000 
times light velocity, the battle deployment plans were almost completed. 
The fact that the robot planet was fully unknown except for a small area of 
a few square kilometers did not constitute a difficulty. Much more 
problematical was the means of informing each ship of its tasks, 
considering the need for hypercom silence. 

Bell had brought up this question. 

The telepaths were not considered, and teleportation was also rejected. 
“Telecom?” suggested Deringhouse. 

Rhodan happened to catch the tail end of this discussion. “Gentlemen, why 
waste valuable time on trifles? When we were all youngsters there was 
UHF. I believe all of our com stations still have UHF equipment. What’s 
the matter, Bell? Why do you look so befuddled?” 

The latter seemed to explode. “Perry, with your ridiculous UHF, how are 
you going to reach ships that are half a light hour away from us? And how 
is ultra-high frequency going to get through our defense screens?” 

“While they’re shut off, Chubby. And as for your other question, the fleet 
units are standing side by side in the intercosmos. Also, don’t you think I 
considered this problem before I pulled 1000 ships from the front?” 

Bell swallowed hard. He thought he had another iron in the fire, but 
fortunately he caught Rhodan’s look in time and remained silent. 

The latter had tuned into his friend’s thoughts. “Ill be glad to answer that 
question. Some time ago, our little ‘cucumbers,’ Oligo and Petid, came up 


with a cute little gadget — a micro- device that’s able to generate and 
broadcast Laurin-type cell frequencies. I had it put into mass production. 
We have a considerable amount of them now on the THEODORICH. But 
what we’re still lacking is a tracer, in case it’s necessary to locate the 
micro-devices. At the Akon meeting, Petid and Oligo assured me that they 
could build 100 tracers within 3 hours. That, my friend, is why we have the 
Swoons on board. May I perhaps answer another question you seem to 
want to snare me with, Chubby?” 


“It’s not very decent of you to snoop around in my thoughts, Perry,” 
retorted Bell peevishly. But then he asked anyway. “What do you plan to 
do with these micro-devices?” 


Rhodan smiled. “You will see and experience it all when I give the order to 
put them to work. Until then, be patient, even though that’s difficult for you 
to do.” 


When Van Moders and Brazo Alkher came into Rhodan’s cabin, they were 
already aware of his plans. They were not in a happy frame of mind. The 
tele-spy mutant, Wuriu Sengu, soon followed them in. 


The air suddenly shimmered and Pucky materialized. Under his arms be 
carried Petid and Oligo. He set them down carefully and waddled over to a 
couch at the rear of the room. 


More than 20 men bad assembled in the cabin. A few minutes before this, 
the control central bad announced that in 30 minutes the THEODORICH 
would reach the rendezvous point where 10000 of the most modern ships 
of the Solar fleet were waiting. 


Oligo, who was noticeably more talkative than his friend, Petid, waddled 
up to Rhodan and announced that 145 tracers had been completed and 
tested. His upper right band attempted to reach the edge of Rhodan’s desk. 
From his couch, Pucky aided him with his telekinesis, causing Oligo to 
float several feet off the floor. 


“Isn’t that easier, little fellow?” chirped Pucky. He supported Oligo long 
enough for him to deposit a tiny device on the desk in front of Rhodan. 
“Ho!” exclaimed Bell. “Couldn’t you make it a little smaller, Oligo? How 
can any of us make any adjustments or tune the controls?” 


“Hm-m. . .” muttered Rhodan, apparently in agreement. He examined the 
device from all sides. 


Was Oligo laughing? 
They couldn’t be sure. 


“The tracer doesn’t need adjustments,” he explained. “It’s already precision 
tuned. But the instrument face is very small and hard to see. Sir, may I?” 
Again aided by Pucky’s telekinesis, the Swoon took the micro-tracer from 
Rhodan’s hand. He turned the mini-panel toward Rhodan and Bell and 
pressed a protuberance that was the size of a fingertip. 


The actual size of the instrument panel was about 1 by 3 cms, but now it 
appeared to be 10 times enlarged. 


“What is that you did?” asked Bell in amazement. 


“Sir,” said the cucumber man modestly, “Petid and I have merely made a 
practical application of known physical principles. By using this 
magnification method for the instrument panel, we were able to keep the 
overall size down to 4 cubic centimeters.” 


“Excellent!” said Bell. Being a specialist himself in this area, he was able 
to appreciate the practicality of the magnification effect. 


The little Swoon again pressed the rounded protuberance and_ the 
instrument panel was soon in its true dimensions: 1 X 3 cms. Pucky 
permitted the Swoon to glide gently back to the floor. 


Rhodan got up. He spoke to the group, explaining his plan in plain 
language. He did not conceal the fact that its execution involved many 
dangers. During this he looked at the men who once had already set foot on 
the robot planet of Frago. 


Everyone left Rhodan’s cabin in a very pensive mood. 
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While the THEODORICH was still racing toward its first goal, Allan D. 
Mercant was already busy on Arkon III. The three Arkon planets were 
being cleared of their inhabitants. Whoever was not absolutely necessary 
had to obey the evacuation order. After his arrival, in his function as 
Defense Marshall, Mercant had gone immediately to the great hypercom 
station and ordered the preparations to be made which were a part of Perry 
Rhodan’s plans. Whether they would ever be put into practice was a matter 
that was hidden in the stars — as was the destiny of the Arkon System. 

Mercant’s presence on the war planet was swiftly publicized. He had not 
been at the station a half hour before chief engineer Macon was announced. 
Mercant had to think for a moment to remember who Macon was. Then he 


recalled that this man was in charge of the manufacture of the space 
torpedoes, which so far were the only successful weapons against the 
Posbis. When Macon was admitted to see him, he appeared to be a slender 
man in his forties. He looked bleary-eyed from sleeplessness, which was 
not very promising in itself. Wearily he sat down opposite Mercant. 


“Solar Marshal, today at 16:35 hours, standard time, our supply of 
fissionable material will be used up. At 16:35 I will have to stop all torpedo 
assembly lines. It is now 11:13.” 


“What have I to do with that, Macon?” Mercant’s voice sounded sharp. 
“It’s your job to bring in sufficient supplies, and —” 


Macon’s bitter laugh interrupted him. “Sure it’s my job! But what’s the 
use, Marshal, if fissionable material can’t be obtained? Don’t you 
understand? Here, these are our present production figures — they speak for 
themselves. Each projectile requires a giga-bomb. Here you have the 
number of tons of nuclear material listed that the assembly lines consume 
in one hour. From the start of our mass-production series I immediately 
ordered new supplies. 8 special super freighters were en route to Arkon III, 
but not one of them has arrived! I sent out distress calls. 5 more ships have 
set their courses for this destination, but they have also been overdue for 
more than 7 hours. They don’t answer our calls. That’s the picture here at 
the moment, and it’s why I’ve come here — to find some way with your 
help to get bold of fresh supplies.” 


Mercant, an excellent psychologist, had let Macon talk himself out. From 
long experience be knew that men under pressure often failed to see the 
forest for the trees. Macon was known to him as an outstanding coordinator 
who had no equal in the area of mass production. If the situation was as bad 
as the chief engineer had depicted, Atlan ought to be informed about it — in 
fact, the whole galaxy. But was there really no solution to this crucial 
supply problem? 


“Macon, what are your latest reports?” he asked. 


The other shrugged. “The next freighter won’t be able to get here until 
early tomorrow — but what’s the use? It won’t get through. Those damned 
robots will intercept it. That’s the way it’s been for hours — days .. .” He 
was obviously in a state of despair, completely exhausted. 


Mercant got up and came around to him. “Now you just listen calmly, 
Macon. Don’t interrupt me. As soon as you leave this room, go 
immediately to the com central here at the station. Put in a call to all 
interstellar freighters that are trying to bring you fissionable material. If a 


few hours are lost at this stage won’t matter now. I want you to reroute 
them to Mars. Yes, you heard me correctly. Send them to Mars! That’s 
where the new high-powered Akon transmitter is. Your bomb material can 
be delivered safely to you from there.” 


Macon stared at him almost in childlike wonder. His weariness seemed 
suddenly to vanish. “My God!” he stammered. “Why didn’t I think of that 
myself? Why!?” 

“When did you sleep last, Macon? I mean really sleep. . .” The man was 
startled by the question. He tried to get up but Mercant pressed him back 
into his chair. 


“When? Sleep? Me? Marshal, I can’t remember.” 


“That’s what I thought. Macon, you take care of what I said, and then 
there’s only one thing left for you to do: sleep. That is an official order. 
Leave instructions to be awakened at 16: 00. Then you’ll still have time to 
shut down the assembly lines at 16:35.” 


“Shut down? 16:35? No, Marshal, I still can’t go lie down. If I figure it 
right, using the transmitter route will bring in my backup supplies at about 
14:00. If the material arrives, I have to be on hand. . .” 


“Then you have to sleep! Macon, either you get some sleep or P’Il have you 
court- martialed! All right, get going!” 


Macon hurried from the room. 


Mercant got in touch with Atlan. When he saw his face on the viewscreen 
he knew what the battle-front situation was. More than 10000 years ago the 
Arkonide had been an admiral over a gigantic fleet and had been 
shipwrecked on the Earth. His English was perfect. 


“Mercant, the end is near. These robots are hunting us down as if we were 
rabbits. There aren’t enough space torpedoes to expend them in clusters 
against each individual Posbi ship. There are 30 men here listening to what 
I’m telling you, and they think as I do. It’s the end of us, Mercant! It’s all 
over with for Arkon, for the Blue System, and for the Solar Empire! Gone! 
Finished! The end!” 


This declaration came from a man who should know. All reports on the 
progress of the battle came through him. The 30 men he mentioned were 
his general staff — Terrans trained in the Solar Fleet, men who had proved 
themselves before in purely hopeless situations. 


Mercant pulled himself together and spoke calmly. “Atlan, I'll believe it’s 
all over with when the Chief tells me so.” 


Atlan’s laughter reached him across the light years. “Mercant, the Posbis 
and their transformation bombs have driven out every last vestige of hope. 
If you could see what we’ve been witnessing, you would be desperate, too. 
Mercant, one flourishing world after another is going down in flames, 
where billions of people have been living peacefully for generations. And 
we — we can’t do anything to stop this crime. We have to leave planet after 
planet to the mercy of these soulless bio-robots. Yet they still send out their 
damned symbol message: We are the true life! So what do you say now, 
Mercant?” 


The latter stared at him thoughtfully. “Not much, Atlan. The Chief is on his 
way to Frago. According to findings of the Akon experts, Frago occupies a 
key position among the Posbis’ intercosmic stations. It’s some kind of 
nerve center.” 


The Imperator interrupted him. “May the gods of Arkon have mercy on us, 
Mercant! Do you know what will happen when Rhodan pokes his finger 
into that nerve center? Then fragment ships by the hundreds of thousands 
will descend on our galaxy! Then our doom will be certain!” 


Mercant recalled that the Chief had harbored fears of a similar nature. It 
was hard to answer Atlan. He took refuge in a final remark. “Imperator, 
there is always an alternative to every possibility. It can also be the 
opposite case.” 


“We're only wasting time, Mercant. [ll call you later at some time or 
another perhaps when all that’s left of the once proud Greater Imperium is 
Arkon I, II and III.” 


Mercant’s viewscreen went blank. On his flagship the Arkonide had cut the 
connection. For some minutes the Defense Marshal sat motionlessly in his 
chair. Thoughtfully he shook his head. Atlan was right. The situation was 
hopeless. And as for the possible consequences of Rhodan’s Frago 
adventure — no one dared think about it. 

Was the end actually approaching for all of them? Was this the dawn of a 
new era in which power over the galaxy would be seized by these semi- 
biological robots? 


4. 
“DRAGON SEEDS” FOR FRAGO 


The orbit of Frago had remained so constant that the warships’ computers 
were able to determine the planet’s position from second to second. The 
robot world, which was one big industrial center, was under the protection 
of a vast relativity screen, but it could still be tracked. 


Beyond the galactic ocean of stars, 3000 light years deep in the 
intercosmos, 10000 Terran warships waited for the zero hour. In the left 
hand portions of their panob screens the glowing band of the Milky Way 
could be seen, where a life and death battle was being waged. In the control 
centrals there was silence while the positronic computers made the 
countdown. Time zero arrived. 


On autopilot control, 10000 ships got under way the closely-packed 
formation spread out farther from moment to moment as each ship set out 
on its prescribed course. 


A second zero-count was reached. The Kalup converters started to roar. 
The giant battle spheres began to disappear. In the normal universe the fleet 
ceased to exist as the ships entered semi-space. Here they accelerated and 
their velocities reached astronomical proportions. The panob screens 
darkened momentarily and then the glittering band of the home galaxy 
appeared again. The crews were looking out of semi-space into the normal 
universe by means of their sensor scanners. 


A third zero-count came. They were nearing the robot world of Frago, a 
world that had belonged to an island universe in some unthinkably distant 
past. Since then it had drifted across the lightless abyss of space and time, 
approaching ever nearer to the galaxy where intelligences were fighting 
hopelessly against semi-biological robots — robots who had turned Frago 
into their planet of war. 


When zero-count three arrived, Rhodan came into the control central with 
Bell. The commando team was ready. Each man knew what he had to do. 
Each one knew that this experiment with Frago was the final attempt to 
save the galaxy from the Posbis. 

Bell sat down next to Rhodan before the great control console. Jefe 
Claudrin occupied the pilot’s seat. The Epsalian had nothing to do at the 
moment as the THEODORICH was still being flown by the auto-pilot. But 


he would have his hands full when the ship returned once more to the 
normal space-time continuum. It would depend on him alone whether or 
not the giant space sphere would escape the deadly transformation beams 
or avoid being turned into a sun by fire from the intercosmic fortresses. 


Rhodan looked at the panel clock. In a few seconds the ship would fall 
back into normal space. 


There! They had emerged! 
Enemy blips — on three tracking screens, then four all at once! 


This time Brazo Alkher was not at the fire controls. He was now a 
commando, one of the few men who were soon to set foot on Frago for the 
second time. 


“Torpedoes away!” came an announcement over the speaker. 


Six space torpedoes were launched six tiny projectiles that would come 
close to the speed of light within 5 minutes. Perhaps the fragment ships 
could dodge them initially in lightning- swift maneuvers, but Frago was not 
a space ship. The planet could do nothing more than attempt to shoot them 
down. 


The Kalup thundered. The THEODORICH had entered semi-space again, 
and not a second too soon. Frago had detected it and fired an energy beam 
which crossed the empty spot where the battleship had been but an instant 
before. 


“That was close!” said Jefe Claudrin, but in the next second it was out of 
his mind as he watched his instruments closely. 


The sensor scanner was in operation again, but the screen revealed only 
darkness. The lighting in the control central had been turned down low. A 
digital counter ticked off the time that the 6 torpedoes required to reach 
Frago’s relativity screen. 


Whether or not all of them would get there was questionable in view of the 
Posbis’ excellent tracking systems. But according to calculations the 
planetary defense screen would have to break under the simultaneous 
impact of two torpedoes at any one point, because the combined explosions 
would represent an energy yield in the range of 500 gigatons. 


Three minutes . . . the projectiles were racing in at 0.8 light speed now. 
Four minutes. . . Five! 


A sunburst appeared on the screen, the THEODORICH dropped out of 
semi-space again. At the same time a signal was sent to more than 60% of 
the fleet, and over 6000 warships suddenly emerged over Frago. 


An officer announced. “Relativity field no longer there!” 


The THEODORICH opened fire and 30 other ships joined the flagship in a 
concerted attack. On the surface of Frago, defense fortresses were blasted 
away like chaff. The sun balls resulting from the explosion of 6 torpedoes 
shed their light on the planet below, which had been coursing through 
darkness for eons. For the first time, thousands of humans were seeing the 
surface of the robot world. 


The THEODORICH kept up an incessant fire. More than 300 other ships 
were now attacking simultaneously. It was a wonder that the mass 
bombardment continued to annihilate the Posbi fortresses alone while 
sparing the industrial installations. “Let’s hope the robots don’t build up 
another relativity field in the next few seconds, Perry!” As the flagship 
raced along over Frago, Bell looked at Jefe Claudrin who was not yet on 
manual controls. Rhodan read his friend’s thoughts. “We’re looking for the 
cell-division center,” he said. His stocky companion snorted. “That’s a 
suicide mission!” “Let’s hope,” said Claudrin, “that the plasma factory isn’t 
on the other side of this crazy planet. It’s frightening, what those robots 
have put together down there.” 


There was a sudden shout from the sensor analysis sector. “Sir, Frago 
doesn’t have an atmosphere! No air mantle at all! Temperature near 
absolute zero! There’s not even a trace of gases. We pick up heat radiations 
but they’ re strictly due to energy generation.” 


“Oh wow!” muttered Bell. “That means the Akon positronics were right 
after all!” 


“Let’s wait and see,” cautioned Rhodan. 


The robot planet seemed to be a single intercosmic fortress. Wherever one 
looked, brilliant flashes were seen, followed by a knifestab of energy into 
space. The atomic suns caused by the 6 exploding torpedoes had faded out, 
and yet Frago was brighter than before. 


The Terran fleet poured down destruction from every gun turret. Precision 
mass fire on the defense installations. Concerted fire from 10 or 20 ships at 
a time on a single fortress. Down below, volcanoes of energy erupted, 
sending out starry spikes that bathed everything in brilliant light for miles 
around. But the Terran onslaught was not one-sided, as the ground defenses 
continued to fire back. 


“The symbol transformer is working, sir!” 


Rhodan had been waiting for this for several minutes but he still had to be 
patient for a few more seconds. Evidently the text of the message was 


causing problems for the translator. 


Attack on the true life and the Wonder of the Innermost! Save the 
Wonderful and love the true life! 


Startled, Bell glanced at Rhodan but didn’t dare to voice his question. What 
the devil was the symbol message trying to say? What was meant by the 
Wonder of the Innermost? This was something new again, and very 
mystifying! 

The translator reported: “Symbol message repeating continuously!” 


Rhodan nodded. “They don’t know who we are yet. That’s favorable, and it 
agrees with the Akon probability factors. . .” 


“Plasma plant located!” called out Claudrin. “Changing course!” 


The inertial absorbers howled as the THEODORICH changed direction in 
the fraction of a second. 


Com central reported its evaluation of Frago’s distress call: “Symbol 
message is going over hypercom into the intercosmos. Confirmation has 
been returned apparently from the same station that’s directing the attack 
on the galaxy.” 


Rhodan picked up the ship-com microphone and spoke in an even tone of 
voice: “Commandos, mutants and Alkher! We are approaching the target 
point. Stand by for further orders. Teleporter detail to be advised. Do you 
read me?” 


Brazo Alkher’s voice rang over the loudspeaker. “We read you, Chief. 
Teleporters standing by for instructions.” 

A Terran warship exploded within a few hundred kilometers of the 
THEODORICH. There was no time to think of how many casualties this 
made so far. The plan that affected the fate of the galaxy came first. 

Jefe Claudrin knew his next moves by heart. Over telecom he called for 4 
super-class ships and 18 other warships to join him. They were to flank the 
THEODORICH. The most dangerous phase of the Akon plan was now 
approaching. 


Arkon III’s mass production of torpedoes had not been interrupted. The 
fissionable material for the giga-bombs had come through the Mars 
transmitter literally at the last minute. 


Mercant had received the report from chief engineer Macon with only half 


an ear. With increasing impatience he was waiting for the coded message 
from the intercosmos which would be his signal to go into action. Nothing 
had been received other than the continuous symbol message from the 
station on Frago. It was Mercant’s only indication that the Terran fleet had 
launched its attack against the robot planet. 


He had informed Atlan, but the news concerning the start of action in the 
intercosmos had failed to produce any enthusiasm. The Imperator’s 
strength had been drained. His inner resources were as close to an end as 
were the units of the united fleet. 


Mercant was seated in the main office of the hypercom station when a 
flickering of the viewscreen made him tense expectantly. But it was not 
Rhodan. It was Atlan again. His eyes were aflame with alarm although his 
features were otherwise a mask. 


“Mercant, we’re getting a strong reaction here to Rhodan’s attack on 
Frago! The fragment ships have intensified their transformation 
bombardments more than ever before. Those demons are showing us their 
real fire power for the first time! ve been watching this for an hour now, 
Mercant. If our losses continue at this rate I’m going to order a cessation of 
the fighting. I'll tell them it’s every man for himself. . .” 


“You can’t do that!” shouted Mercant, losing some of his control. “Atlan, 
that would be shooting Perry Rhodan in the back! Have all of you lost your 
heads?” 


“We still have our heads but not our faith in anything any more. The last of 
the Springer clans just finished evacuating the planet of Archetz an hour 
ago. In two more hours its atmosphere will be in flames. Mercant, I can no 
longer be responsible for senselessly sending men to their deaths. And to 
fight the Posbis is senseless.” 


“Arkonide...” 


“Mercant, my ship has suffered two heavy hits. Three of us had a cube ship 
under concentrated fire. We couldn’t destroy it but it cost us a Terran heavy 
cruiser. My own vessel wouldn’t have survived if the Posbi ship hadn’t 
been caught by a swarm of space torpedoes.” 


“Atlan, so far no Posbi ship has been able to land on any of the three 
worlds of Arkon. The evacuation of Arkon III has almost been completed. . 


” 


The Imperator interrupted him again. “Yes, but I know how many 
passenger ships have been destroyed by the robots. The Arkonide race 
hasn’t paid such a toll in blood for thousands of years. Mercant, I’d prefer 


now to give the order to stop the battle.” 


Mercant spoke sharply. “Atlan, I believe you spent more than 10000 years 
on Earth? Nobody could tell to look at you now. You're actually a true- 
blooded Arkonide, after all...” 


Mercant had made the ultimate affront, which was doubly so when 
addressed to the Imperator of the Greater Imperium. At first it seemed that 
the Arkonide was about to explode, but finally a weary smile crossed his 
features. 


Against his will he said. “So you know you can always get around me with 
that. Mercant, you’ve picked up that trick from Fatso — and you deliver it 
very well. You’re a stubborn breed, you Terrans, but how else would I ever 
know you?” 


Mercant laughed. “Thanks for the praise, Atlan. Just a moment, please. . .” 
Mercant listened intently to the station’s intercom. Then he turned to Atlan 
again. “Imperator, three new conveyor lines have just gone into operation 
in the torpedo plant. It should only be another few hours until we will have 
quadrupled the output of projectiles. That ought to put the brakes to the 
Posbis!” 


“T wish I had your optimism, Mercant. I'll call later.” 


For Mercant, time seemed to stand still. Minutes dragged by slowly. He 
knew Perry Rhodan’s plan by heart. If half of the intercosmos hadn’t fallen 
in on the Chief, the THEODORICH should be over Frago with 6000 ships 
by now. The rest of the huge fleet was to remain in linear flight an 
additional hour, waiting for a signal from Rhodan. Then they would drop 
back into normal space to perform a very specific task. 


Mercant took a deep breath to curb his anxiety. The Akons had worked out 
a complex plan but it did not exclude the possibility of misfiring. In the 
overall, the chances for Terrans and Posbis were about even, if one 
overlooked the fact that the fragment ships had nothing to stop them now in 
their attack on M-13. But one question had been left unanswered in this 
plan: was Frago actually a world of major importance for the robots, or 
wasn’t it? Mercant looked at his watch again. “Good Lord!” he groaned. 
The scheduled code message should have come through before now. It was 
8 minutes overdue. 


The intercom crackled: “Solar Marshal Mercant! Frago is sending out a 
new continuous distress signal, as follows: Attack on the true life and the 
Wonder of the Innermost! Save the Wonderful and love the true life! As far 
as we can tell, the call is being directed into the intercosmos.” 


“Inform the Imperator!” 


“That’s already done, sir. Confirmation from Atlan’s flagship is on hand. 
Do you have any further orders?” 


Mercant had none. He prepared himself for a nerve-wracking period of 
waiting. 


The air analyst on board the THEODORICH put both hands to his head. It 
was the second time he had groaned aloud. 


Bell shouted at him. “Pull yourself together, man! Check your board again, 
and make it fast!” 


The officer paled visibly. He lowered his hands and looked at his 
instrument panel again, where needles were dancing across the scales. “Sir, 
Frago does have an atmosphere! Argon content, hot-house temperatures 
and — ye gods! No everything’s back to zero again! Nothing!” 


Rhodan leaned over to Claudrin. The Epsalian sat motionlessly in his chair 
with both hands poised over the push buttons of the manual controls. 


“Jefe, try to fly over the plasma plant again. I have a definite suspicion.” 


Bell knew this was no time to ask questions. Three transformation shots 
flashed within a hair’s breadth of the THEODORICH’s energy screen. 
Claudrin drew in his breath sharply when he saw several meters jump over 
their scales. The inertial absorbers were shrieking. On the screen the cell- 
division plant came into view again. It was surrounded by a ring of defense 
fortresses which kept up an incessant counterfire with their transformation 
beams. 


“Where’s the 3rd task force!?” Claudrin thundered, losing some of his 
usual calm. 

In his opinion the 3rd support group arrived a few seconds off schedule, but 
Rhodan knew why. The ships were to fly cover for the THEODORICH but 
they had simply not been able to match Claudrin’s quick change of course. 
The air analyst called out again, this time with more confidence in his 
voice. “Sir, Frago only has an atmosphere in a limited area — an air mantle 
under a low-powered energy dome... !” 

“That’s all I wanted to know. Back to your course, Claudrin!” 


Rhodan was satisfied. His suspicion was confirmed. The plant they had 
seen, according to Kule-Tats’ theory, was where the plasma was agitated to 


accelerate the cell-division process. It alone lay under a captive cushion of 
air. 


The com central announced: “Sir, the 5th and 23rd fighter groups have 
joined us!” The message was meant for both the Chief and Jefe Claudrin. 


According to the time plan, both formations were 11 minutes late. 
Evidently Frago’s defense installations were much more numerous and 
powerful than the Akon positronicon had estimated them to be. In spite of 
this, or in consideration of it, total losses of Terran ships were fairly 
minimal. However, ships reporting light to medium damages had reached 
an almost alarming number. Again and again the Posbis’ devilish 
transformation beams had succeeded in damaging the fighters’ hulls. 


Abruptly the THEODORICH’s guns fell silent. Fighter group 23 had 
moved in front of the flagship with more than 600 ships. Frago was bathed 
in the light of battle fire. With viewscreen magnification the planet’s 
surface details and the weirdly-shaped structures of the industrial tracts 
were clearly visible. Under the fury of the attack bombardment, three 
ragged rings of glowing-red destruction surrounded the cell-division plant. 


Rhodan hesitated to have his teleporters jump into this atomic inferno. 
Although outwardly composed he was under high nervous tension as he 
waited for the radiation count. When it came through he couldn’t believe 
his ears. He was about to question the sensor readings when he 
remembered the energy dome that held the air mantle over the plasma 
plant. That was why hard radiations were held back from the immediate 
area. 


He spoke into the microphone: “Begin teleporter phase immediately!” 


He slowly leaned back in his chair, a question in his mind. Would any of 
them come back? 


Pucky closed his space helmet as soon as Rhodan’s voice sounded over the 
loudspeaker in the commandos’ staging sector. The African, Ras Tschubai, 
and the Japanese mutant, Tako Kakuta, had been ready for several minutes. 
All three of them were wearing Arkonide combat suits. In the fullest sense 
of the word they were armed to the teeth. In addition, each had 4 special 
packs issued to them which other mutants quickly hooked onto their suits. 
In Pucky’s case he did not feel the extra load, having made the packs 
weightless by use of his telekinesis. 


As leader of the small teleporter team, Ras spoke into his helmet mike: 


“Jump!” And there were three less mutants in the ready room. 


The teleporters rematerialized over a place they had seen during their 
previous adventure here. They were 100 meters above the area where their 
small vessel, the ALTA-663, had been forced down at that time by a 
fragment ship. In memory of it, Pucky muttered a private little curse of his 
own. 


“Quiet, Pucky!” Ras Tschubai’s terse order was heard over their helmet 
radios as the three mutants sank slowly on their antigravs to the ground. 
Then came his second command: “Separate according to plan. Back here 
right after you finish your work!” 


Pucky teleported toward a spiral-shaped tower that was supposed to be near 
an entrance to the plasma factory. Emerging close in front of it, he busied 
himself with his extra cargo, placing 2 of his packs on the ground and 
opening them. Inside was a large supply of the Swoon micro-devices which 
could simulate the characteristic cell oscillations of the Laurins. 


The mousebeaver disappeared and was back again in a few moments. On 
each jump he took a number of the devices with him and planted them in 
strategic places. 


A little over a mile away was the site of the acid tank where the ALTA-663 
had been disinfected during the previous mission on Frago. Here Ras 
Tschubai proceeded with his work, while Tako Kakuta was off in an 
opposite direction. The small Japanese mutant planted his devices close to 
one wall of the energy dome that held the air bubble surrounding the cell- 
division center. 


Ras was the first to finish his task but he did not have to wait long for his 
two companions. 


Pucky popped into view. “Well,” he announced off-handedly, “that takes 
care of half of our Posbi headaches!” 


When Kakuta also returned with a similar report they checked their 
watches. They had completed the first phase 150 seconds sooner than 
scheduled. After that they teleported together for the second phase 
operation. They rematerialized inside the plasma factory. This was the 
place where Van Moders and his companions on the previous mission had 
seen plasma emerge from the giant machine and flow into a conveyor 
trough. 


Very faintly, Pucky picked up a telepathic call from John Marshall: Cancel 
plasma-plant phase... change to plan3...! 


Pucky confirmed this and turned to look for Ras and Tako in the darkness. 


Again through telepathy he quickly located Ras. The African raised his 
weapon as the searchlight beam flashed on. 


“It’s me!” chirped Pucky anxiously over the helmet radio. “Order from 
Marshall: switch to plan 3.” 


“T hear you!” called Tako Kakuta over his transmitter. 
To save time, Pucky fetched him. 
“Posbis!’? warned Ras Tschubai suddenly. 


The robots had detected them. While he used both of his narco guns against 
them, Pucky fired with his disintegrator. 


“Searchlights out!” ordered Ras, and in the next moment they were 
immersed in an impenetrable darkness. 


“IT didn’t even have a chance to get that last one!” complained Pucky 
ruefully. 


He felt himself grasped by Ras. With his other hand the African made 
contact with Kakuta. The threesome sprang together. 


Plan 3 called for a visit to the defense fortresses, but that was not their first 
stop. The instructions contained a safety clause: “first determine radiation 
level ... !” By now there were many surrounding areas, miles in extent, 
which had come under nuclear attack. Glowing atomic clouds were still 
rolling across the landscape in a flaming turbulence. 


The mutants had paused to reconnoiter in a large open space which was 
probably one of the Posbis’ many spaceports. Pucky immediately made 
contact with John Marshall. The radiation readings were already in the 
hands of the Mutant Corps chief. To the mousebeaver’s telepathic question 
he answered: 


Duration of operation within safety levels is 8 minutes, standard time. This 
is hard radiation. Do not stay there longer than the prescribed limit under 
any circumstances! Even for your Arkonide suits the count is too high. 
Pucky transmitted this to Ras over helmet radio. The allowed time would 
not permit them to accomplish very much. And Pucky had another question 
that made things more uncertain. 

“Will these micro-gadgets hold up under hard radiation?” 

The question reached Marshall telepathically on board the THEODORICH. 
He had to pass it on to the Chief who in turn asked the Swoons. Marshall’s 
answer returned to Pucky. Devices are radiation-proof! 

They synchronized their timers. At time zero they would make their jump. 
Prior to the expiration of the 8 minutes they were to be back on board the 


THEODORICH. While their timers ticked, Ras selected the first defense 
ring surrounding the plasma center, Kakuta the second ring. Pucky 
preferred the farthest one out. 


“Hey — look at that!” chirped the mousebeaver. “A cube ship!” 


It swept overhead like a comet, ghostly silent and trailing a glowing cloud 
of atomic particles which foretold its doom. 


“Time zero!” announced Ras Tschubai. 


He was confident that Pucky would teleport to the outer defense ring but at 
the last moment Lt. Puck had one of his “other” ideas. He aimed his jump 
toward the plunging fragment ship. He rematerialized 100 kms above it in 
order to get his bearings. Below him the monster crashed and burst asunder 
in a glory of pyrotechnics. The area became as bright as day, all the way to 
the 30 km limit. 


Pucky ignored the fact that he was falling like a stone. His shrewd eyes 
took in every outstanding landmark of the lighted Frago world beneath 
him. He was curious about an unusually lofty industrial complex. In the 
next moment he teleported into it. 


Darkness surrounded him. There was no air inside the place. The 
mousebeaver was at least 200 kms distant from the plasma plant. He sought 
to find out where he was. The spot he had landed in did not give him much 
freedom of movement. With an uneasy feeling he turned on his searchlight. 


Directly in front of him was a Posbi! Gripped by sudden panic, he was 
about to shoot when he noted something unusual about this robot. He dared 
to keep his light on while he looked about him — and then he realized where 
he was. He was even crouched on top of a Posbi! Next to him there were 
other robots, in front of him, behind him everywhere! He had landed in a 
robot depot but not a single robot was activated. They were stored here like 
so much hardware stock. 


“And these things are supposed to be half alive!” chirped the mousebeaver 
under his plastic helmet. “They’re going to be delighted with me!” he 
promised. 


He opened up his last two packs, again exposing a large supply of cell- 
oscillators. He began his task, taking a number of the devices with him on 
each teleport jump. After his 10th trip he attempted to use his powerful 
searchlight to determine the length of the storage depot, but the beam did 
not reach to the end of the great hall. 


This was becoming a lark for the little rascal. He rubbed his hands gleefully 
together when he thought of what would soon transpire here. He worked 


swiftly, only taking seconds each time to conceal an oscillator under a stack 
of Posbis. 


His timer sounded a warning. 7 minutes had passed! He paid no attention to 
it. His supply of micro-devices had not yet begun to be sufficiently 
dispersed. The thought of finally being able to play again to his heart’s 
content made him forget that he was on a Posbi planet deep in the 
intercosmos. 


He was in the process of stacking several hundred robots over a micro- 
device when Marshall called to him. Pucky was so busy that he was not 
consciously aware of thoughts received or sent. 


In the mutants’ quarters on the flagship, John Marshall turned pale. “What 
is this? ’'m supposed to mind my own business!? That little tyke dares to 
say that to me?” 


In his innocence Pucky did not realize what he had telepathed to Marshall. 
He only wanted to be left alone. The Posbis were going to get a real 
headache with all these micro- gadgets hidden in here like Easter eggs. It 
was fun to see a stack of robots fall into a narrow aisle, pulling still more 
robots with them. And under the jumbled pile lay more of the micro- 
devices! 


Pucky was in high spirits when he was suddenly startled by Rhodan’s 
thoughts. What they revealed came as a thunderbolt. 


Chief, I didn’t mean it the way Marshall took it! But I can’t leave here yet, 
anyway. There’s a jillion unactivated robots here, and I’ve stuck the “pickle 


99 


people’s” gadgets under the whole stinking mess! 


In the entire galaxy there was only one who dared to talk this way to Perry 
Rhodan. However, the First Administrator took no offense at Pucky’s 
manner of expression, and he also dismissed what the little fellow had 
telepathed to the chief of the Mutant Corps. He saw him as that which 
Pucky always was when he was depended upon to be so: an earnestly 
devoted and conscientious lieutenant of the Solar Fleet. 


Good, Pucky, but hurry. How much time do you still need? 


The mousebeaver rejoiced mentally. Chief, P’ll be back in 5 minutes at the 
latest! 


At the expiration of 3 minutes and 18 seconds he appeared in the mutants’ 
quarters. His suit had withstood the hard radiations better than had been 
expected. He ignored John Marshall because in his opinion the latter had 
“snitched” on him, and that was one thing the mousebeaver couldn’t stand. 
When Marshall started to speak to him he teleported into the control central 


of the flagship. 


“Perry, you can let ‘er rip!” he chirped, his eyes agleam with mischievous 
glee. 


“Already done, little fellow. The impulse has been beamed out,” replied 
Rhodan. 


Everyone in the control central was waiting for the outcome of the 
teleporter mission. A maze of tunnel-sized energy beams still flashed on 
every side of the THEODORICH, but the supporting ships were quick to 
answer the fire from the cosmic fortresses below. 


Finally the news everybody had been waiting for came from com central: 
“Sir, Frago has changed the text of its distress call as follows: The false life 
is among us and stands before the Wonder of the Innermost! This message 
is being sent continuously into the intercosmos — as far as we can tell, in 
the direction of the mystery station.” 


Van Moders moved swiftly to Rhodan’s side. “Chief, the Wonder of the 
Innermost is the cell-division center, and for the robots the Invisibles 
represent the false life. If only the Posbis haven’t recognized us as Terrans 
yet! If they do, then all this will have been risked for nothing!” 


“Let’s hope they haven’t, Moders. You stay here in the control central. I 
want to have you close by, and also Kule-Tats.” 


Rhodan hurried into the com central. When he entered, an officer reported 
to him: “Sir, the message to Solar Marshall Mercant has been transmitted.” 


It was the coded and scrambled signal the defense chief had been waiting 
for during the past half hour. 


The 3rd task force stormed down over Frago with all weapons firing, intent 
upon destroying the last fortresses around the plasma center. The 
THEODORICH followed in its “wake.” 18 mutants and 18 crewmen 
received orders to stand by for action. 

Moders stepped in front of Rhodan. “Why can’t I go along, Chief?” he 
asked. “I think my presence is mandatory.” 

Rhodan looked at him quizzically. “Haven’t you had enough of Frago?” 
“That’s not the point, Chief. I’d like to see that machine again — the one 
that was pumping plasma into the conveyor. Besides, in Terrania we don’t 
have any more plasma for further research. . .” 

Rhodan did not attempt to conceal his surprise. From Moders’ personal 
report he knew what those hours before on Frago had cost the robotics 
expert. “I’ll never set foot on that hell planet again!’ he had sworn. And 


now all that was not supposed to matter. For a second time, Moders was 
volunteering for action. 


As usual, Rhodan did not take long to decide. “Get yourself ready, Moders 
but here’s a tip. I don’t think much of disintegrators. Paralysis guns are 
more humane, even against the Posbis.” 


“TI agree. When can I go down to Frago? The commandos are already on 
their way.” 


“You can go with the second wave, Moders. Can you give me any other 
reason why you have this sudden desire to get into the cell-division 
center?” 


“That’s easily explained, sir. I want to convince myself about Kule-Tats’ 
theory — to make sure that the machine that processes the bio-substance 
isn’t actually producing it but is only stimulating the cell division.” 


“Hm-m ...” Rhodan hesitated. “So you don’t place much faith in the Ara’s 
theory, yet you defend your own with an almost unscientific stubbornness. 
Moders, that doesn’t sound very good.” 


The other laughed. “Wrong, Chief! If anybody suspects my hypothesis, it’s 
myself! Sir, Kule-Tats and I have to at least be certain on this point. If the 
bio-substance is really of a natural origin — sir, then we can all hope to 
come to an understanding with the plasma. We —” 


The THEODORICH reeled under a titanic blow. In the control central the 
thundering of the hull almost drowned out the screaming of the energy 
alarm. A transformation bomb had caused the super battleships’s defense 
screen to collapse. From below came a rumbling roar of warning from 
power stations, converters and transformers as colossal energies were 
expended to build up a new screen and also to counter additional power 
drains caused by Jefe Claudrin’s strenuous maneuvers. 


A second Posbi beam missed, but the fortress that had come within a hair 
of destroying the Solar Fleet’s flagship did not get off a third shot. Under 
concentrated fire from 3 heavy cruisers the fort ceased to exist. 


It required 3 minutes for normal conditions to be established on board 
again. The THEODORICH returned to its previous course which brought it 
down to within 50 kms of Frago’s surface. In a wide area surrounding the 
plasma center the robot planet’s defense installations had been silenced by 
the massive onslaught of the Terran warships. 

This 50-km sector also embraced the general area in which the teleporter 
team had distributed the Swoons’ micro-oscillators. These devices had 
been activated by a single control impulse from the THEODORICH. The 


highly sensitive sensors of the Posbis were evidently reacting now, causing 
the robots to believe that their dark planet had been invaded by the Laurins. 
Rhodan calculated that this should unleash a panic among them and he was 
waiting for further signs of it, other than their altered distress signal. 


The first commando group reported a safe landing. Having been equipped 
with powerful hand weapons and double absorbers to prevent detection by 
the robots, they were also under the deflection fields produced by their 
Arkonide combat suits, thus making them invisible. It was intended that 
these phantoms would be mistaken for the Posbis’ deadly enemies, the 
Laurins. 


The first group had orders to stage their operations in front of the plasma 
center and wreak a certain amount of havoc. The degree of destruction was 
to be kept within reasonable bounds. If possible, only installations of 
secondary importance were to be destroyed. Rhodan was well aware that 
the troops could unknowingly destroy much more vital equipment because 
nobody in the galaxy was familiar with Posbi technology. 


The THEODORICH raced toward the towering structure where Pucky had 
hidden his micro-devices under huge stacks of unactivated robots. Here the 
devil himself had evidently gone berserk. While still waiting to go with the 
second group, Moders had joined Rhodan in watching a special sensor 
meter. The needle was dancing wildly over the scale. 


Rhodan turned to glance toward the mutant group. He motioned to Wuriu 
Sengu and the tele-spy hurried over to him. With his special mutant 
faculties, Wuriu could see through material objects even at a distance. 


“What do you see, Sengu?” 


The tele-seer had been told about Pucky’s escapade in the storage depot. 
When he concentrated on his task he soon broke out laughing. “Chief, you 
ought to see this! Posbis are coming from every direction and they’re all 
firing like crazy at giant stacks of robots. Their energy beams are melting 
down everything in sight because they’re unaware of the hidden micro- 
devices. Pucky’s brainstorm sure has them going!” 


“You mean they aren’t searching at all? They’re just shooting blindly?” 
Rhodan knew that not a single micro-oscillator must fall into Posbi hands 
under any circumstances. The bio-monsters must continue to think they 
were sensing the presence of living Laurins, not just simulated cell 
oscillations. 


He leaned over to the ship-com mike. “Ras, take the tracer with you and 
teleport down to that depot. Use your deflector field and don’t take any 


chances. Find out how many oscillators are still operating and then come 
back.” 


He turned to Moders. “You still want to pay another visit to Frago?” he 
asked. 


“More than ever, Chief!” 

“Then Pucky will take you down, and I want him to stay with you. He’ll be 
under my instructions not to take the slightest risk. Moders, I think we 
understand each other.” 

They were in agreement. Pucky appeared, summoned telepathically by. 
Rhodan. The little one bared his single incisor tooth, which was a 
mousebeaver’s way of grinning. 


5. 
THE FALSE AND THE TRUE 


For a seeming eternity, Solar Marshal Mercant had been at his nerves’ 
ends, but suddenly he breathed a sigh of relief. The signal from the 
THEODORICH finally arrived! 


He and his staff had long been prepared for this moment. At maximum 
output power the great Arkon transmitter beamed a symbol message over 
92000 light years to the Posbi planet of Frago. 


The false life is on your world and stands before the Wonder of the 
Innermost! Although you are trying to destroy us, we are also the true life 
and we are willing to help you. But this is on the condition that you will 
immediately remove your ships from our galaxy. 


Over a second directional antenna the same message was beamed in the 
direction of the mysterious station in the intercosmos. 


Atlan had heard everything and was in contact over hypercom. So far he 
had made no comment, but it was plain to see by his strained features that 
he was in a state of anxiety. On the other hand, Allan D. Mercant had 
regained his old self-control. Now that the game was in its final stages he 
regarded each development with the composure that had always been his 
trademark. Meanwhile the two transmitters continued to repeat the 
intercosmic message — 20 times, 100 times... 


“Nothing!” said Atlan finally. “They keep on attacking like madmen! If we 
don’t run into a miracle in the next 10 minutes, the Springer world of 
Archetz is going to be a molten inferno! There aren’t enough torpedoes 
anymore to keep these fiends from destroying every planet!” 

Mercant watched him in silence. 

Atlan grew angry. “This isn’t helping me or the fleet, Terran! We’re still 
facing 3000 fragment ships! If 100 of them are destroyed by torpedoes or 
precision firing, 100 replacement ships, or even more, arrive out of 
nowhere — and the imbalance of our forces is the same as before, or worse! 
Mercant, this can’t keep up much longer!” 

“Be quiet, Atlan!’ Mercant finally shouted at him. 

Atlan’s startled reaction was clearly visible. Around the Solar Marshal 
there was an uneasy silence except for a faint rustling whisper in the 


loudspeaker. On the big oscilloscope a waveform took shape silently. It 
was an unusual configuration, similar to hypercom oscillations. The station 
in the intercosmos was transmitting, but only the carrier wave without the 
symbols. Frago was silent. 


Pulse-burst code! It had to be the THEODORICH! Mercant looked to his 
right. On another screen appeared the clear text of Rhodan’s message: 


Plasma commander on Frago sending distress call on parapsychic level 
only. Bio-brain apparently considers local situation especially dangerous. 
Pucky and Moders are in cell-division center. Last fragment ship shot 
down. One third of Posbi fortresses destroyed. Attack on Frago will 
continue per plan F-21. Signed: Rhodan. 


Mercant nodded to himself. There wasn’t much left after plan F-21. F-22 
provided for a wide-open attack using all weapons with the object of total 
destruction. It was not a good sign that Rhodan was only proceeding 
according to F-21! 


“Symbol waveform... 


Atlan heard the operator’s cry over the space telecom. The Arkonide failed 
to catch Mercant’s brief glance. He was too intent upon watching events in 
the great transmitter station on Arkon III. The spike-shaped amplitudes 
were still on the scope screen. The tinier variations on them could be 
caused by a symbol message. 


The translator began to hum. The technical miracle was hard at work. The 
loudspeaker responded: Understood . . . understood .. . understood... 
understood . . . Again and again, just this single word! What could it 
actually mean? 


“The translator isn’t working right,” remarked the operator. 


Mercant had a different opinion. He listened and waited for other words. 
But nothing came. The transmission ceased. The carrier waveforms 
lingered momentarily on the oscilloscope screen and then vanished. The 
mystery station in the intercosmos had shut off. 


A new message from Rhodan came through: Overheard — no comment. 
Frago plasma commander has stopped sending on both hypercom and 
parapsychic levels. Attack plan shoved up to F-22. Time zero in 7 minutes. 
Signed: Rhodan. 


Atlan had also intercepted this. “Too bad,” he commented. “It could have 
all been so wonderful . . .” 


Now even Mercant’s hopes were crumbling. He recalled that the Akons 


had specified a 90% probability of success for plan F-15. Plans 16 through 
22 had merely been worked out as precautionary measures. Now it looked 
as if even Perry Rhodan had failed in spite of precision battle tactics. 


Was it that the plasma commander on Frago had seen through the Terrans’ 
ruse and had recognized their ships as belonging to the “organics” from the 
Milky Way? 

Mercant had no answer for it. He cut off his hypercom connection with 
Atlan. 


A moment too soon... ! 


Pucky had teleported himself and Van Moders into the plasma center. 


The Posbis did not need ordinary illumination. Their vision was based on 
infra-red heat emanations and thus they were not dependent upon other 
light sources. But in this absolute darkness Pucky and Moders felt 
completely lost. 


Their searchlights flashed on. Moders heard the mousebeaver’s sudden 
outcry over his helmet radio. In front of them were 3 robots, but before 
Moders could use his weapon his targets soared into the darkness above 
him. A weird crunching sound came from the ceiling far overhead. 


He heard Pucky’s comment: “Nobody’s going to repair them any more!” 


His last words were drowned by a second crashing sound. The 
mousebeaver had used his telekinesis to send the robots sailing like jet 
planes against the ceiling. They had then plunged back to the floor and 
been completely shattered. 


“That’s a good start!” commented the robots expert, impressed. He was not 
accustomed to combat operations. 


Pucky had his own view of the incident. “That was nothing special, Van. 
What bugs me is the parapsychic vibes around here. If I’m not getting 
confused by all this jumble, I’d say the bio-stuff is pretty shook up. It feels 
like fear but isn’t it silly to think that gunk can reason?” 


Moders wasn’t listening. His searchlight beam wandered from right to left. 
For the second time he was looking at these giant, grotesque machines 
whose purpose no one could guess. They didn’t seem to have any rational 
form, and they were not paneled or encased — which served to enhance 
their weird and menacing appearance. 


Pucky cursed the parapsychic emanations of the plasma masses in the 


plant. The incredibly strong impulses disturbed him telepathically. In 
answer to Moders’ question he pointed to where the machine must be 
which delivered plasma to the conveyor. 


Moders started out and the mousebeaver followed him. They had to go 
around a machine that was rumbling and howling noisily. Their outside 
microphones picked up the sounds in full volume. 


“Posbis!”’ cried Pucky. 


The two weirdly-distorted metal things had detected their lights but they 
hesitated to attack the intruders because their sensors were not receiving 
organic oscillations. Pucky and Moders each had two absorbers which kept 
their characteristic cell frequencies from being emanated. 


“Hold it, Pucky!”” 


Moders had followed Rhodan’s advice and exchanged his disintegrators for 
two paralysis guns. He remembered Perry’s remark about regarding these 
quasibiological robots as being different than ordinary automatons. 


Pucky aimed his searchlight directly at the Posbis but they also failed to 
react to the sudden glare. They had not even raised their built-in weapons. 


“Van, this is almost like when we entered that fragment ship we captured . . 
ie 

“Not quite, Pucky. On the fragment ship, every robot knew we were 

organic, but these two don’t know that. They take us for some kind of 

robots. What stymies them is that they don’t know what to do with us or 

where to take us. For a case like this there’s a gap in their positronic logic. 

They will not attack.” 


“Well just for now I don’t want to bet on it!” said Pucky. He fired at the 
two Posbis with his paralysis guns. 


They lost their balance, swayed, and then crashed to the metal floor. Pucky 
and Moders went on past them, making sure that the things were no longer 
aware of their presence. Their way continued to be semi-obstructed by 
weird structures and unknown mechanical contrivances. 


“There!” cried Moders suddenly. 


They were standing before the gigantic machine that even now was 
pumping out a mass of plasma into the trough-like conveyor. Caught in 
their searchlight beams was an oval opening. The plasma mass was flowing 
from this at a controlled rate of quantity and speed. Considering such an 
output over a period of years, the projected amount of bio-substance was 
inconceivable. 


But Pucky was not concerned about such matters. His was a different 
assignment. He alone was responsible for seeing that the scientist returned 
all in one piece to the THEODORICH. Telepathically, Rhodan had given 
him very specific instructions for this operation. One of those orders 
stipulated that in case of danger he was to teleport Moders out of here even 
if he fought against leaving the place. If necessary, he was authorized to 
even use his paralysis gun. 


Van Moders himself was unaware of this arrangement. He was totally 
involved in thinking about the machine. He still felt that its purpose was to 
produce plasma synthetically, even though Kule-Tats contended that the 
chemical composition of the cell tissue was too complex to be synthetic. 


“Pucky, can you teleport into that machine?” he asked. 


The mousebeaver stared at him. “Can do, yes, but no thanks! I’m not too 
anxious to come out of that hole as a blob of plasma!” 


Moders already had another idea. “Pucky, I need containers — better yet, 
how about tanks or drums? We need all the plasma we can get. You have to 
help me. Try to make contact with the Chief!” 


“T can’t, Van. Your darling goo-stuf isjamming the place with super-strong 
vibes of fear. I don’t even dare to work on a parapsychic level — not in here. 
I think the panic waves are strong enough to knock me out.” Pucky 
suddenly turned swiftly and fired his weapons rapidly behind them. 


When Moders turned, his built-in searchlight followed his movement. 
Almost at the end of the beam he discerned a smoking heap of metal scrap. 
“How many were there, Pucky?” 


“Seven,” answered the mousebeaver matter-of-factly. “There weren’t any 
gaps in their logic! Their plans weren’t very friendly.” 


Moders turned away without comment, but he had not given up his plan to 
bring large quantities of plasma on board the THEODORICH. There wasn’t 
any of it left on Earth. Their last supply had been consumed in the partially 
successful attempt to influence a fragment ship commander. Pucky chirped 
suddenly. “Van, I tried but I can’t make contact with Rhodan. Why is the 
plasma panicking so much?” 


“There’s a heavy battle going on, Pucky — either above the station or near 
it. Besides, there must still be a number of micro-oscillators in operation. 
The plasma must think the Laurins are here.” 

“They’re not too far off base, either, Van. The first commander group is 
carrying the Swoon gadgets, and each man is invisible under his deflector 
screen. For the Posbis they might as well be the Laurins themselves. 


Speaking of deflectors — why don’t we turn on our own screens?” 


“I don’t go for all that technical monkey business. Look — if you can’t 
contact the Chief from here, then you’ ll just have tojump outside and try it 
from there! Shorty, I’m telling you — tanks have to be brought here so we 
can have a new supply of plasma!” 


He didn’t know what was happening to him. Pucky merely placed a hand 
on his belt and the two of them were teleported outside. 


The skies of Frago were on fire. The blinding light made the gigantic area 
in front of the plasma center seem larger than Moders had remembered it to 
be. The basin where the ALTA-663 had been acid-dipped in the grip of a 
Posbi tractor beam was a black hole by contrast, gaping like some 
monstrous grave. 


Out here, Pucky was able to make telepathic contact with the 
THEODORICH. At first, Marshall answered him but then transferred the 
contact to Rhodan. 


All right, little fellow. We’ll launch a Gazelle and bring you the necessary 
containers. Warning: the Gazelle will make a short transition in order to 
pass through the energy screen that holds in the atmosphere there. Take 
care of Moders. Do you read me, Pucky? 


Perry, your robot expert is starting to cuss me out in his head. This guy has 
some fancy ideas, Chief — more on that later. Now we’re going to hop back 
into this lousy station. That’s all, Boss! 


Aloud, he said to Moders: “All set, Van. A Gazelle is bringing down some 
containers. But how are we going to get your bio-stuff out of the place?” 


Moders grabbed him and shook him frantically. “Pucky, this is a death-trap 
for the Gazelle! See that 3000-foot wall? It’s bristling with energy guns. If 
that flying saucer lands here it’ll be blasted out of existence!” 


“Guess again, buddy. You’re slipping up on what you’re supposed to know 
about your Posbi pets — those true life freaks! Because you can bet on it 
that the Gazelle crew will be wearing individual absorbers!” 

“Gad, I'm a fool!” grunted Moders, releasing his grip. 

But Pucky didn’t let go of him. In the next instant they were standing by 
the big machine again. They were close to the conveyor trough which 
continued to move at an even pace, carrying the serpent-like mass of 
plasma to an unknown destination. 

Moders yelled at him peevishly. “Give me a warning next time when we 
teleport! Can you at least bring me on top of that machine?” 


As he finished his question he was already up there. They made 3 small 
extra jumps on top of it. 


“What the heck is that!?” chirped Pucky. His searchlight had discovered a 
wall of crooked, transparent tubes in which something was flowing up and 
down. There was no apparent rhyme or reason to it. “Hey Van what’s this 
wall of spaghetti supposed to be?” 


The robotics expert didn’t hear him. He was checking his pocket 
scintillometer. There was radiation here but no hard particles. A few 
hundred years ago when protoplasmic research was getting under way on 
Earth, the scientists of that time had called these emanations “vital rays” 
radiations that stimulated bio-cells to divide and multiply. 


If only he had adequate instrumentation now, he thought, recalling Kule- 
Tats’ theory. The Ara had been right all along! It was here that the giant 
machine offered proof. Inside this hugely complicated system of 
transparent tubes the plasma tissue was being stimulated to divide its cells. 
In other words, the cell-division process was being accelerated at an 
incredible rate. In all probability this indicated that chemical substances 
were fed into the raw plasma which was then processed in this conduit 
system, and in the end of the synthesized development it all came out as 
plasma. Kule-Tats was right, Moders repeated to himself. The added 
chemical substances could be nothing other than nutrient material, so that 
the plasma could achieve its unbelievable rate of growth. 


A shout in his helmet speaker shocked him out of his ponderings. “Mr. 
Moders, we’ve landed! Mr. Moders, come in please!” The Gazelle was 
outside in the open plaza. 

“Let’s go!” he heard Pucky say. 

In the next moment they were standing in front of the Gazelle. The battle 
over Frago was continuing with undiminished fury. Even in the great plaza 
itself there was seeming chaos as Posbis were seen swarming in all 
directions. 

Moders heard the mousebeaver giggling. “The robs are running crazy, 
looking for the Swoon gadgets, Van. Your smarties aren’t so smart any 
more. They can’t even tell a cell-beeper from an actual Laurin!” 

The Gazelle’s small hatch opened. A ramp extended and some men began 
to roll out plastic packs of containers. 


Pucky jumped forward to them. “Do you have a teleporter with you?” he 
asked. 


“No!” came the answer as Moders joined them. 


“Then I have to do all this myself? Chief, that’s going to cost you three 
extra rations of the tenderest carrots! Hey, Slim — you too, Shorty! — come 
here! Take hold of me! Move a little faster than ordinary, will you? 
Moders, grab on!” 


No one dared to contradict him. Pucky did his best to place his arms around 
the first telescoped pack of containers. In the next moment he had vanished 
along with the pack and all three men. 


“Hey, what’s this!?” muttered the short man after the jump. He looked 
dumb-foundedly at the big cell-division machine. 


Now Moders took charge of the small team. The bundle of containers was 
opened beside the conveyor trough. Neatly packed inside was a high- 
capacity pump with ample extension fittings. On the THEODORICH they 
had thought of everything. 


Meanwhile, Pucky had disappeared again. He reappeared with two more 
men and the second bundle of containers. But when he came back a third 
time he brought the worst news that Van Moders could possibly wish for 
just now. 


“Order from the Chief, to all hands! Leave the planet immediately and get 
back on board! It looks like the Posbi fleet is on its way to Frago!” 


ok 


“No! It can’t be true!” 


Atlan gripped his head with both hands, staring. The suspenseful silence 
lasted only a moment, and then came a roar of voices from everybody in 
the control central, drowning out the additional clamor from _ the 
loudspeakers. Two men finally came running out of the com room to 
confirm the news. 


“Sir!” shouted the chief com officer. “They’ve gone! They aren’t out there 
anymore! The hypercom is going crazy!” 


Atlan wished he might wave his arms in the air or do something wild, if 
only to make room for himself in the milling crowd of shouting men. 


The Posbis and their fragment ships had vanished from M-13. All of them 
—all in a single moment! 


Countless thousands of space torpedoes were suddenly deprived of their 
targets as their tracking systems swept through emptiness. Countless rocket 
propulsion units automatically shut down. The missiles hurtled along in 
free fall, somewhere among the suns of star cluster M-13. 


Allan D. Mercant had witnessed this unimaginable hullabaloo over the 
space telecom. Arkon III’s giant hypercom station could no longer handle 
all the radio traffic. Every unit in the fleet was reporting the unexpected 
disappearance of the fragment ships. The Posbis had been attacking with 
every available weapon, only to become invisible behind their relativity 
fields in the next second and to vanish from the void. 


Mercant thought he knew what it meant. “Contact me with the Chief 
immediately!” 

Rhodan appeared on the viewscreen. “I heard it all, Mercant. What do you 
make of it?” 


“Sir — a question first: are any of our men still on Frago?” 
“Yes.” 


“Sir, it’s my opinion that the enemy is coming to Frago to attempt to drive 
out the supposed Laurins. But I believe our Posbis from the M-13 battle 
fronts will be able to tell the difference between Laurin ships and our own!” 


“My view exactly, Mercant. Thanks. Over and out!” 


*k 


Bell was already alerting the troops on Frago. The fleet forces were 
instructed over other frequencies. 


Rhodan again called Wuriu Sengu to him. “What does it look like in the 
robot storage depot, Sengu?” 


“Chief, it’s beyond description! The Posbis are going crazy among their 
unactivated robots — it’s as if they were following the orders of a madman! 
When they detect the output of a micro-oscillator and think it’s one of the 
Invisibles, they destroy thousands of their stored machines. They’re 
shooting in all directions where Pucky concealed the micro- devices — and 
that’s always under another mountain of robots!” 


Rhodan nodded his thanks to Sengu. Jefe Claudrin’s voice thundered 
through the control central. He hadn’t understood Bell’s instructions and 
the latter repeated them. The THEODORICH sank still closer to Frago. The 
battle formations closed in more tightly than before around the flagship. 


Radio contact with 3 small detachments on the robot world had been lost. 
The THEODORICH sent out continuous calls for them to answer. There 
was no sign of life from 18 men. 


tha 


John Marshall came up to Rhodan. “Chief, I can’t reach Pucky, either 


Rhodan paled. “Keep trying, John. If the little one is in the plasma center 
—” He broke off speaking as Marshall suddenly raised a hand. 


He could read Marshall’s thoughts and thus caught Pucky’s answer. Van 
Moders is going to have apoplexy if he can’t bring some plasma on board. 
John, give us 10 more minutes! 


Here Rhodan cut in telepathically. Pucky, get out of there immediately and 
come back. The fragment ships from M-13 are on their way! 


Rhodan did not take offense at the mousebeaver’s involuntary cussword 
although it was something of a “sizzler.” He didn’t know that with Pucky’s 
third jump back into the plant he had brought the third batch of plastic 
containers. 


Van Moders did not have apoplexy, however, when he learned of Rhodan’s 
latest order. He stood next to the pump, which was working at top speed, 
and watched the bio-material stream into a tank-like container. The suction 
end was pulling up large quantities of the plasma through a flexible hose. 


“Pucky,” he said without hesitation, “take the others out of here — get me 
last!” When the little one looked at him in astonishment, Moders’ eyes 
flashed through his helmet viewplate. “Lt. Puck! Isn’t your receiver 
working?” 

“You can just call me Pucky, Van,” retorted the mousebeaver, determined 
to have the last word. He stepped over to two of the men, grasped their 
belts, and teleported with them to the Gazelle. 


The scoutship’s engines were already idling, ready for takeoff at any 
moment. Pucky went back and got the other two men. He was about to 
make a return jump for Moders and his stolen plasma when he picked up a 
message from Marshall. 


The mousebeaver’s fur stood on end. 18 members of the commando team 
were missing! This gave Moders a reprieve of 5 minutes, but at the end of 
that time span, he and his plasma would have to be on board. With this 
latest piece of news, Pucky rematerialized before Moders. The young 
scientist had been working hard in the meantime. He had set up the second 
pump in order to fill two containers at once. 


“Little fellow, can you teleport this load?” he asked. 


Pucky gave him a withering look from head to toe which said more than 
words. Moders got the message. 


Three of the five minutes went by Moders sealed the first plastic tank. He 
fed the plasma output of the first pump into the other tank that the second 


pump was also feeding. 
“Ready with the first tank, Pucky!”’ Moders announced. 


As mousebeaver and tank vanished before his eyes, Moders caught his 
breath in amazement. He hadn’t dared to hope that Pucky could teleport 
such a heavy load. 


In 30 seconds the mousebeaver returned, just as Moders turned off the 
pumps and hastily started to seal the second container. The two intake 
hoses dropped down and began to spread their residual plasma over the 
floor. When Pucky finally vanished again with Moders and the second 
batch of plasma, 4 minutes and 18 seconds of the allowed 5 minutes had 
passed. 


There was confusion and turmoil on board the Gazelle. One man was 
almost buried under the plastic container as Pucky and Moders arrived. He 
cursed and struggled free as the pilot prepared to take off. As was his habit 
on missions like this, the mousebeaver opened his mind to telepathic levels, 
although he was much disturbed by parapsychic emanations from the 
captured bio-material. Unexpectedly he picked up a train of anguished 
thoughts — hopelessness and despair. 


“Don’t take off!” he shouted at the top of his shrill little voice. “Hold it!” 


The pilot threw his main control to neutral again. When he looked 
questioningly at the mousebeaver he received no answer. Pucky crouched 
near the plastic containers and remained motionless. The plasma 
emanations made it difficult for him to locate the origin of the desperate 
thoughts he had detected. 


“Good Lord!” cried a crewman suddenly. “Pucky’s gone!” 


Another man looked at his watch. The allowed 5 minutes had been 
exceeded. The men on the Gazelle stared at each other in silence. 


Then Pucky came through in a shimmering flash, and with him were two 
wounded men. He came close to the pilot and pointed at the viewscreen. 
“Do you see those fireworks going on? Head for that spot! 16 of our men 
are trapped over there!” 


The location he had designated was almost a mile away. It was on the edge 
of the great plaza that was obviously a landing port for the fragment ships. 
It was marked by a cross-grid maze of thin energy beams. At this distance 
they seemed to be relatively harmless, but the veteran troops in the Gazelle 
knew that a bitter battle was still in progress there. 


The Gazelle took off, racing low over the ground. A weapons officer took 


over the fire- control console next to the pilot and opened his target optics 
to maximum magnification. To enhance his I-R sighting he also switched 
on the ship’s powerful searchlights. Guided by the target-tracking system, 
they swept the area ahead in a brilliant flood of light. 


Pucky had not exaggerated. The crippled Gazelle on the edge of the plaza 
had been riddled with enemy fire. The entrapped commandos were trying 
to take cover behind structural uprights of nearby buildings or in recesses 
or corners while fighting desperately against the Posbis. It was a miracle 
that the small force had not been exterminated by now. 


The Gazelle hurtled onward, firing with all its weapons, its energy 
generators roaring at maximum power. The crewmen watching the 
viewscreen could see the havoc their weapons expert was causing among 
the robots. The Gazelle made a belly landing on top of the main body of 
Posbis and deliberately turned on the spot. By the time it had made three 
grinding turns the greatest part of the danger had been eliminated for the 
desperately fighting commandos. The rest they took care of themselves. 


Moders had been fascinated by the spectacle of this battle between men and 
machines. When he looked around, he failed to see the mousebeaver who 
had teleported again, but then the little fellow suddenly popped into view as 
unexpectedly as he had vanished. He had brought a wounded man with him 
whose combat suit had been ripped open by a raybeam shot. 


The Gazelle’s airlock opened and the ramp extended to the ground. The 15 
weary commandos outside had all but lost hope of survival, but now they 
stormed up the ramp while fighting off the last of the Posbis. 


Two of the Gazelle’s crewmen took care of the wounded as the scoutship 
took off. The energy dome over the area had to be traversed by means of a 
short transition. The small positronic board was flashing the countdown to 
time zero. It was dangerous to make a transition at such a low velocity but 
here there simply wasn’t any choice. Also there was the threat of even 
greater consequences because the Gazelle had overrun its schedule. Per 
orders of the Chief it should have been back on board the THEODORICH 
long before now. 


Shortly before the jump the com operator signaled the flagship that they 
were on their way. Then the wounded men groaned aloud in the pains of 
transition. 


The pilot was the first to recover. His thoughts were suddenly galvanized 
by something new on his viewscreen. It took him several seconds to figure 
out what he was looking at. Then he yelled: “The Posbis from M-13!” 


The com operator held to the THEODORICH’s frequency and called to the 
flagship. He had no time to steal another glance at the panoramic 
viewscreen. He called repeatedly for an answering signal but the super 
battleship did not respond. Evidently it was keeping a radio silence. All 
around the Gazelle an increasing bombardment of energy beams was 
apparent. 


“Cut in the autopilot!” shouted the com man. 


The pilot made a lightning move and shoved home the master switch. The 
Gazelle was now guided by the positronic computer, which had just 
received the THEODORICH’ s coordinates over hypercom. 


Two minutes later the Gazelle shot into the giant hangar of the flagship. As 
it braked its flight the inertial absorbers almost broke down under the 
overload, while simultaneously the heavy airlock doors slid into place 
behind it. The scoutship had come on board at the last possible second. 


A breath or two later the super giant raced away into the intercosmos. 


*k 


Rhodan looked at Bell as the latter breathed a huge sigh of relief. 


The fragment ships had appeared over Frago much sooner than expected. 
Their relativity screens had been phased hours into the future so that they 
had emerged over the threatened planet without the slightest transitional 
shockwave. It was merely by chance that the robots had not recognized the 
Terrans. They had returned to normal space at a distance of 3 light hours, 
which was too far away for them to immediately determine whether Frago 
was under attack by the teardrop ships of the Laurins or by spherical 
warships from the Milky Way. 


The THEODORICH was one of the last of the fleet to make a hasty retreat. 
But there was still the other large task force of more than 3000 ships held 
back under cover of semi-space. Now these fighting units all received 
Rhodan’s command impulse simultaneously. 

At least for the sake of appearance they had to carry out Mercant’s offer to 
help the true life on Frago. 

While Rhodan and his forces vanished, the reserve fleet broke out of the 
libration zone into the normal continuum. At the same time, all transmitters 
broadcast the identical symbol message: We are the true life. We have come 
to help your true life as we promised! Death to the false life! 


The 3000 ships raced toward the robot world from a greater distance than 


the fragment ships. The Posbi giants that had just been sowing death and 
destruction in the galaxy were now intent upon saving their own planet. 
They were already in attack positions over Frago, opening a devastating 
fire against those areas where the supposed Laurins were presumed to be. 


Hendrik Cornis, commander of the reserve fleet, observed the fragment 
ships curiously over his tele-magnification system. For some unknown 
reason they were pouring a wildly ferocious fire into a towering industrial 
complex. He couldn’t yet know that Pucky had sown his “dragon seeds” 
there beneath millions of unactivated Posbis. 


Cornis soon discovered that he was not needed here to defend the true life. 
While still in approach flight he received a symbol message over 
hypercom. The true life gives thanks for assistance. True life here does not 
need help. 


Cornis shrugged cheerfully. “Then we can turn around and go home!” 


A few minutes later this task force vanished into semi-space on a course set 
for the Milky Way. In the 3-D sensor scanners, 92000 light years away, the 
galaxy appeared as a gleaming strip of mother-of-pearl. 


Over space telecom he sought to contact the Chief and report his return 
flight. Reginald Bell received the call. 

Cornis then expressed a fervent wish. “Sir, I hope the Posbis will stay 
where they belong far away in the intercosmic abyss!” 

“Let’s hope so, Cornis,” said Bell. “I also hope the Invisibles won’t sick the 
robots onto our heels any more. Who is more dangerous, the Posbis or the 
Laurins? I'd give a lot if that question never had to be answered . . . !” 


THE END 


Once again a dangerous mission of the Terrans is crowned with success — 
and now the scientists can make a thorough study of the bio-material. 

In the next Perry Rhodan adventure, by William Voltz, another special 
action is depicted — but this mission is of a completely different kind. 


A tremendous energy discharge catapults the members of the special team 
into the void — and to the WORLD WITHOUT MERCY ... / 


